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ABSTRACT
Restoring the Lost Fishery: An Environmental History of Northern Nevada’s
Pyramid Lake and Lower Truckee River Fishery

by

David Bolingbroke, Master of Arts
Utah State University, 2014
Major Professor: David Rich Lewis
Department: History
This thesis focuses on fisheries managers’ efforts to restore native cutthroats to
northern Nevada’s Pyramid Lake for recreation, and the Paiutes’ battle to preserve them
as a means of livelihood. Their efforts to reconstruct the fishery revealed the
implausibility of environmental restoration, but more importantly underlined the
motivations necessary to attempt it.
Chapter 2 describes how the Pyramid Lake Lahontan cutthroat— historically an
important subsistence resource for Northern Paiutes— were initially exploited for profit
in the late 1800s and early 1900s, and gradually destroyed as agricultural interests
diverted the Truckee River’s water and industrial pollution contaminated the trout’s
aquatic habitat. Fisheries managers in Nevada turned to artificial propagation to meet the
demands of fishermen and replace the native fish industrialization destroyed. The Nevada
Fish and Game Commission experimented with non-native introductions and like most of
the West became proponents of rainbow trout and their recreational potential.
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Chapter 3 narrates a history of the Nevada Fish and Game Commission’s project
to restore trout to Pyramid Lake in the 1950s and 1960s after its native cutthroat became
extinct in the early 1940s. For the Commission, restoring Pyramid Lake meant
establishing trout and salmon populations— native or not— to feed the growing outdoor
tourism industry. While the Commission made plans to restore natural spawning runs,
these were unsuccessful, and the Commission relied on stocking the lake to maintain the
fishery. However, these experiments failed and eventually cutthroats from other lakes in
Nevada proved better occupants of the lake.
Chapter 4 describes the native cutthroat’s role in the water debate carried out in
government agencies and in the courts in the 1970s and 1980s to decide whether or not
water diverted from the Truckee for agriculture should be returned to the Paiutes to
support their shrinking lake and dwindling fishery. Environmentalist groups like the
Sierra Club joined the Paiutes in their effort to gain water that would allow for the native
fishery’s restoration. Their vision clashed with that of agriculturists who feared losing
water they depended on for their crops. However, after a lengthy struggle, the Paiutes
won an important victory toward preserving their lake.
(108 pages)
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PUBLIC ABSTRACT
Restoring the Lost Fishery: An Environmental History of Northern Nevada’s
Pyramid Lake and Lower Truckee River Fishery

by

David Bolingbroke

This thesis focuses on fisheries managers’ efforts to restore native cutthroats to
northern Nevada’s Pyramid Lake for recreation, and the Paiutes’ battle to preserve them
as a means of livelihood. Their efforts to reconstruct the fishery revealed the
implausibility of environmental restoration, but more importantly underlined the
motivations necessary to attempt it.
Chapter 2 describes how the Pyramid Lake Lahontan cutthroat— historically an
important subsistence resource for Northern Paiutes— were initially exploited for profit
in the late 1800s and early 1900s, and gradually destroyed as agricultural interests
diverted the Truckee River’s water and industrial pollution contaminated the trout’s
aquatic habitat. Fisheries managers in Nevada turned to artificial propagation to meet the
demands of fishermen and replace the native fish industrialization destroyed. The Nevada
Fish and Game Commission experimented with non-native introductions and like most of
the West became proponents of rainbow trout and their recreational potential.
Chapter 3 narrates a history of the Nevada Fish and Game Commission’s project
to restore trout to Pyramid Lake in the 1950s and 1960s after its native cutthroat became
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extinct in the early 1940s. For the Commission, restoring Pyramid Lake meant
establishing trout and salmon populations— native or not— to feed the growing outdoor
tourism industry. While the Commission made plans to restore natural spawning runs,
these were unsuccessful, and the Commission relied on stocking the lake to maintain the
fishery. However, these experiments failed and eventually cutthroats from other lakes in
Nevada proved better occupants of the lake.
Chapter 4 describes the native cutthroat’s role in the water debate carried out in
government agencies and in the courts in the 1970s and 1980s to decide whether or not
water diverted from the Truckee for agriculture should be returned to the Paiutes to
support their shrinking lake and dwindling fishery. Environmentalist groups like the
Sierra Club joined the Paiutes in their effort to gain water that would allow for the native
fishery’s restoration. Their vision clashed with that of agriculturists who feared losing
water they depended on for their crops. However, after a lengthy struggle, the Paiutes
won an important victory toward preserving their lake.

vii

To Mara

viii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to thank my advisor, David Rich Lewis, for his valuable assistance
throughout the process of preparing this thesis. I thank my committee members, Daniel
Davis and Kyle Bulthuis, for their thoughtful comments on my work. I thank Colleen
O’Neill for encouraging me to begin researching this topic. Thank you also to Bob
Parson and Scott Marriano for answering my questions on source citation, to Samuel Parr
for our conversations on water history, and to Brad Cole and all my friends in Special
Collections and Archives. I would also like to thank the Special Collections Department
at the University of Nevada, Reno for being so accommodating when I traveled there for
research. Finally, I thank my wife and family for all they do for me. Without their
support, I would not be where I am today.
David Bolingbroke

ix
CONTENTS

Page
ABSTRACT……………………………………………………………………………..iii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS……………………………………………………………...viii
LIST OF FIGURES……….……………………………………………………………...x
CHAPTER
1. INTRODUCTION………………………………………………...…………..…….....1
2. “VICTIMS OF PROGRESS”: THE DECLINE OF NATIVE
CUTTHROAT IN PYRAMID LAKE AND THE TRUCKEE
RIVER……………………………………………………………….……....14
3. “YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT YOU GOT TILL IT’S
GONE”………………………………………………………………...………....35
4. WATER FOR TROUT: NATIVE CUTTHROAT AND THE
PYRAMID LAKE WATER
CONTROVERSY…………………………………………………….....58
5. CONCLUSION: A RAY OF HOPE AMIDST AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE……….82
BIBLIOGRAPHY…………………………………………………………………….....89

x
LIST OF FIGURES

Figure

Page

1

“Pyramid Lake, Nevada, black and white sketch by Fremont depicting
the Expedition to Pyramid Lake, Nevada in 1844,” Photo board A0840……………………………………………………………………………..2

2

Lahontan cutthroat trout……………………………………………………….15

3

Cui-ui…………………………………………………………………………..15

4

Map of Nevada’s basins………………………………………………………..17

5

“Clark Gable at Pyramid Lake,” UNRS-P2006-04-233……………………….38

6

“Pyramid Lake Reservation, Truckee River as it enters Pyramid Lake,
1967.”………………………………………………………………………….54

7

“Derby Dam on the Truckee River, 1967.”……………………………………63

8

Map of the Newlands Project, not to scale…………………………………….64

9

“Fisheries biologist Corene Luton measures a Lahontan cutthroat trout
as it moves through the fish passage facility at Marble Bluff Dam,
Nevada.”……………………………………………………………………….83

10

Lower Truckee River between Derby Dam and the McCarran Ranch
Nature Preserve………………………………………………………………...86

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In the summer of 1849, Edward B. Jackson traveled across Nevada on his way to
the Sacramento Valley and the goldfields of California. Near the present city of
Winnemucca, Nevada, the trail left the Humboldt River and entered a stretch of desert
forty miles long. To the twenty-two-year-old native of Massachusetts, dreams of wealth
and plenty were probably overcome by the more immediate desire to quench his thirst as
he plodded forward, tortured by mirages that deceived the eye and sprouted false hopes
of a desert oasis.1 Fortunately for Jackson and his company, they were following a trail
explicitly made to take advantage of sources of water, and eventually they did reach
springs, and then a river that signaled the desert’s end and the next stage of their journey.
Jackson recorded this portion of his journey as, “the most tedious undertaking of my
life.” Thus, it is no surprise that Jackson wrote a positive first impression of the Truckee
River where his company camped after their arduous desert crossing. He called the lower
Truckee River “a fine little stream…clear as crystal” and described the valley through
which the river flowed as “well wooded, with fine cottonwood trees of a large size….”2
Jackson also wanted to visit the lake that the Truckee River emptied into. Local Indians
told him it was a two day journey, so he turned back, disappointed that there was not time
to see this lake with his own eyes.3

1

Edward B. Jackson, Diary, 1849, Overland Trail Diaries, Digital Collections, Harold B. Lee Library,
Brigham Young University, http://contentdm.lib.byu.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/Diaries/id
/7658/rec/1, 80-83.
2
Ibid.
3
Ibid.

2
The large body of water Jackson yearned to see on his journey was Pyramid Lake,
situated on the western end of the Great Basin in northern Nevada (see Figure 1). The
alkaline lake has no outlet; it is fed by the Truckee River, descending from Lake Tahoe in
the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Archaeological evidence found surrounding the lake
indicates that the lake had been inhabited as early as eleven thousand years ago. Northern
Paiutes Indians are believed to have arrived around 1400 C. E. Excavations of nearby
caves have uncovered artifacts such as spear heads and arrow points.4 Euro-Americans
did not encounter the lake until well into the nineteenth century.

Figure 1. “Pyramid Lake, Nevada, black and white sketch by Fremont
depicting the Expedition to Pyramid Lake, Nevada in 1844,” Photo board A0840. Courtesy of Merrill-Cazier Special Collections and Archives, Utah
State University, Logan.
4

Sessions S. Wheeler, The Desert Lake: The Story of Nevada's Pyramid Lake (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton
Press, 1967), 17.

3

In 1844 John C. Frémont arrived at Pyramid Lake with his survey party after a
long and arduous trek from the Northwest. The first Anglo-American to record his
experience at the lake, Frémont described it as “set like a gem in the mountains….”5 He
was especially amazed by the impressive trout Northern Paiutes were catching in the
lake. He called them “salmon trout” and estimated their length at two to four feet.6 When
Frémont and his party camped near the Truckee River’s mouth, Paiutes sold them trout
and the nourishment was most welcome. The hungry Frémont remarked that the fish were
“superior in flavor to any other fish he had known.”7 Given that Frémont’s party had
traveled through the Columbia River region two months earlier; it is no surprise that that
the Pyramid Lake Lahontan cutthroat trout reminded Frémont of the Pacific salmon so
prolific in the Northwest.8 Pacific salmon and cutthroat trout both belong to the family
Salmonidae and the Lahontan cutthroat were similar to Pacific salmon in size and shape.
Of all Frémont saw at Pyramid Lake, the trout received his highest praise and enthusiasm.
Fremont’s published account of Pyramid Lake caught Edward B. Jackson’s attention five
years later. Fremont’s account of his explorations had been published and used as a
guidebook for pioneers on the Oregon and California trails.9 Perhaps Jackson wanted to
see the trout that Fremont had spoken of so positively. Unfortunately, time was running
out for the Lahontan cutthroat trout. Jackson was one of many Euro-Americans to

5

John C. Frémont, The Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains, Oregon and California; to which is
added a description of the physical geography of California, with recent notices of the gold region from the
latest and most authentic sources (Buffalo: Derby, 1851), 304.
6
Ibid., 304-307.
7
Ibid., 307.
8
Ibid., 253.
9
“Other Explorers Follow Lewis & Clark: The Great Pathfinder, John C. Fremont,” http://www.
nebraskastudies.org /0400/stories/0401_0112.html.
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migrate westward, bringing with them their visions for using natural resources. The
effects were devastating to native trout. Less than a hundred years later they had vanished
from Pyramid Lake and the Truckee River, leaving historians to explain why.10
J.M. Townley’s The Truckee Basin Fishery provides a narrative of the Lahontan
cutthroat trout’s decline between 1844 and 1944. Relying on newspaper articles as
primary sources, Townley determines that everyone was to blame for the extermination
of the Pyramid Lake cutthroat, including Indian and white commercial fishermen,
industry owners, and a locals who did little to protect the trout from overfishing and the
dams that blocked their spawning runs and diverted water from the river. Although
Townley acknowledges the anti-Indian bias within his sources, he is unwilling to absolve
the Northern Paiutes, identifying them as active participants in the commercial fishing
industry.11 Townley argues that industrial pollution, dams, and overfishing destroyed
what had once been an impressive fishery.12
On the other hand, Martha Knack’s As Long As the River Shall Run emphasizes
how white Americans damaged a sustainable Indian fishery. Knack describes the racism
of white Americans toward Paiutes who dared to hold on to their land and resources. She
concludes that their racism was driven by a disdain for the image of Indians as hunters
and gatherers who lived off the fat of the land and were otherwise idle and lacking
industriousness. Because they saw themselves as racially superior, white settlers felt
10

For one of the first descriptions of the fishery’s decline see Francis H. Sumner, “The Decline of Pyramid
Lake Fishery,” Transactions of the American Fisheries Society 69 (1939): 216-224. For the most recent
book to discuss the Pyramid Lake fishery’s history see Bernard Mergen, At Pyramid Lake (Reno:
University of Nevada Press, 2014). Written for a general audience, Mergen presents a detailed history of
Pyramid Lake, including the fishery’s restoration and the controversy over water rights.
11
John M. Townley, The Truckee Basin Fishery: 1844-1944, Desert Research Institute Publication 43008
(Reno: Water Resources Center, University of Nevada System, 1980).
12
Ibid., 1-88.
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entitled to possess the land and resources for their own use.13 White interference through
mining, timbering, and irrigation quickly led to a decline in fishery populations and
lowered the Paiute commercial harvest and then finally their subsistence harvest.
Both Townley and Knack are concerned with identifying the cause of
environmental decline related to the Truckee Basin fishery. When I look at records
describing the Truckee Basin region’s fishery in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century, I see competing visions over the most appropriate uses of the river, the lake, and
their fish. Unfortunately for the cutthroat trout, and those who depended on them for
subsistence, the strain of use overwhelmed them, leading to their extinction only one
hundred years after Frémont heaped his praise upon them.
However, shortly after their disappearance, restoration efforts began. Bringing
native cutthroat back to Pyramid Lake and the lower Truckee River proved to be a
difficult task. And just as the decline of an important natural resource created victims in
its wake, attempting to restore it also opened the door to critics unwilling to accept the
costs associated with recovering what was lost. In this thesis, I narrate the history of the
Pyramid Lake cutthroat’s decline and recovery. I focus particularly on the humanresource relationship that led trout and their managers along the bumpy road of
restoration and reconstruction. When it came to the fishery, different groups held varying
views on what the highest productive use of the resources (water and fish) was; what
restoration meant; why they needed it; and how they should pursue it. Depending on the
user of the Truckee River system over time, the Pyramid Lake cutthroat used valuable

13

Martha C. Knack and Omer Stewart, As Long as the River Shall Run: An Ethnohistory of Pyramid Lake
Indian Reservation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 48-51.
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resources better applied elsewhere even as they provided a means of livelihood, profit,
and recreation. Together these resources debates would ultimately drive the return of the
cutthroat to Pyramid Lake.

Fisheries in the West
While both Townley’s and Knack’s narratives of the cutthroat are effective in
describing the trout’s decline, more complete histories can be written by focusing more
closely on the environmental and cultural relationships between humans and fisheries.
Recently, historians have succeeded in better explaining the process of environmental
decline in western fisheries. Arthur F. McEvoy’s The Fisherman’s Problem: Ecology and
Law in the California Fisheries, 1850-1980 is a history of humans’ active role in the
decline of California fisheries. McEvoy explores the role different social groups played in
creating and responding to the California fisheries’ decline in both river and ocean
waters.14 He argues that a fishery is a type of commons; it is a resource available to the
public, yet poorly managed because so many different groups profit from it. When a
private property owner profits from a resource on public land, he is more likely to over
exploit it because the land is not his.15 McEvoy studies the history of the different peoples
of California and how they interacted with the environment and contributed to the tragic

14

Arthur F. McEvoy, The Fisherman’s Problem: Ecology and Law in the California Fisheries, 1850-1980
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), xii.
15
Ibid., 10.
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decline of fish populations. 16 In The Fisherman’s Problem, McEvoy’s environmental
history combines ecology and legislation within a cultural framework. 17
In Making Salmon: An Environmental History of the Northwest Fisheries Crisis,
Joseph Taylor follows the model set by McEvoy but changes the geographical area and
narrows the focus to one resource, Pacific salmon. Taylor praises McEvoy’s study as
groundbreaking because it “examined the interplay of nature, economy, culture, and
science in the fisheries.”18 Yet Taylor rejects the idea that the history of salmon decline in
the Northwest is so easily explained culturally.19 Taylor’s Making Salmon details the
forces of nature (like El Niño) that affected salmon in the Northwest and how the
government’s hatcheries failed to prevent salmon’s decline with artificial propagation.
His work is successful because he uses spatial geography and recognizes the significance
of race, class, and science in his narrative. His work is useful to this study because it
describes the progressive “fish culture” that shaped U.S. fisheries management in the
early 1900s.
In his 2004 book Fish versus Power, Matthew Evenden narrates the history of the
Fraser River in British Columbia, Canada, directly north of the Columbia. Evenden’s

16

For more on commons see Garret Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons,” Science 162 (December
1968): 1234—38. Hardin described a tragedy in which private property owners exploited natural resources
because they were resources that did not belong to them. Because no one person had ownership, resources
on the commons were left to be shared among competing parties. These factions had no reason to practice
conservation because if they did, then someone else would take advantage of the resources for themselves.
This competition and exploitation of shared resources is the tragedy Hardin identified. Hardin’s thesis has
been criticized for failing to recognize that resource use is usually restricted by regulations or property
rights. Open access to resources is often not a reality. See David Feeny, Susan Hanna, and Arthur F.
McEvoy, “Questioning the Assumptions of the ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ Model of Fisheries,” Land
Economics 72, no. 2 (May, 1996): 187-205.
17
McEvoy, The Fisherman’s Problem, 11.
18
Joseph E. Taylor III, Making Salmon: An Environmental History of the Northwest Fisheries Crisis
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999), 6.
19
Ibid., 5.
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work shows that salmon in the Fraser managed to triumph over the power of industry.20
Despite the support behind the industrialization movement, the power industry did not
dam the main stem of the Fraser River.21 Evenden asserts that industry did not build dams
on the Fraser because in Canada private enterprise controlled development, not the
federal government and its investments. Unlike the U.S., Canada did not have a federal
policy like the Newlands Reclamation Act or the New Deal to push forward government
development of dams.22 Therefore, Evenden concludes that the Fraser River has no dams
on the main stem not because Canadians loved salmon, but because they did not receive
as much funding as their American counterparts. In addition, Canadian fishery scientists
delayed the advance of dam projects with pre-development studies. In contrast, American
fishery scientists played an active role in promoting dams on the Columbia River because
they believed they could make salmon (aquaculture) to replace those destroyed by dams
blocked their spawning runs.23
Evenden also describes how different races and classes united in British Columbia
to defend the salmon they depended on. In the battle to prevent dam development on the
Fraser River, sportsmen, Indians and fishery scientists combined to protect the river’s
salmon from the threat of power. Their defense helped divert development plans to the
nearby Peace and Columbia rivers, leaving the Fraser open for salmon to spawn.24Fish

20

Matthew D. Evenden, Fish versus Power: An Environmental History of the Fraser River (Cambridge
University Press, 2004), 3.
21
Ibid., 3.
22
Ibid., 269.
23
Ibid., 83, 264.
24
Ibid., 204, 228.
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versus Power is effective in demonstrating how fishery supporters in British Columbia
succeeded in preserving an important natural resource of the local environment.
Another work on salmon, David F. Arnold’s The Fisherman’s Frontier: People and
Salmon in Southeast Alaska combines into one narrative the social and environmental
relationships Indian and white fishermen and the salmon fishery in southeast Alaska. In his work,
Arnold combines the fields of environmental and labor history. He argues that labor history tends
to be humanistic in that it is sympathetic to the workers victimized by a capitalist system.
Environmental history is more concerned with the landscapes that were destroyed by
industrialization.25

In his 2010 book An Entirely Synthetic Fish: How Rainbow Trout Beguiled
America and Overran the World, Anders Halverson describes how sports fishermen’s
culture led them to favor the rainbow trout and convince fishery scientists that artificial
propagation would introduce rainbows to new rivers and streams outside of the Pacific
coast.26 Halverson’s narrative has instances of irony. He describes how sportsmen who
helped fish culture become popular eventually turned on artificial propagation in the
twentieth century because it produced unattractive and tame fish.27 Halverson also

25

David F. Arnold, The Fisherman’s Frontier: People and Salmon in Southeast Alaska (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 2009). For works that share Arnold’s belief that rural workers should not be villains
in environmental history see Karl Jacoby, Crimes against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves and the
Hidden History of American Conservation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Louis S.
Warren, The Hunter’s Game: Poachers and Conservationists in Twentieth-Century America (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1997); and Richard White, Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1995).
26
Anders Halverson, An Entirely Synthetic Fish: How Rainbow Trout Beguiled America and Overran the
World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 8-11.
27
Ibid., 117.
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describes how the same government that poisoned the Colorado River in 1962 to kill
“trash fish” later passed legislation to protect native fish species they helped destroy.28
Halverson’s story of rainbow trout addresses a theme environmental historians
Thomas Dunlap and Lisa Mighetto have discussed; most conservationists worked to save
animals that were useful to them.29 The rainbow trout prevailed because it was held in
high regard by sportsmen and fishery scientists. An Entirely Synthetic Fish is a
compelling work relevant to an era in which many introduced non-native species into the
environment.30
These works on fisheries prove that complex historical lessons can be discovered
through an examination of what on the surface appears to be a simple narrative of
decline.31 However, none of them focus on northern Nevada’s fishery. This thesis
attempts to build on their fine work by focusing on fisheries managers’ efforts to restore
native cutthroats to northern Nevada’s Pyramid Lake for recreation, and the Paiutes battle
to preserve them as a means of livelihood. Like Evenden’s salmon on the Fraser, Pyramid
Lake’s cutthroat became a rallying call for resource users to protect their interests. In

28

Ibid., 107.
See Thomas R. Dunlap, Saving America’s Wildlife (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988); and
Lisa Mighetto, Wild Animals and American Environmental Ethics (Tucson: University of Arizona Press,
1991).
30
Jen Corrine Brown has done important work on the culture of trout fishing and the effects it had on the
fishery environment in the West. See Jennifer Corrine Brown, “Trout Culture: An Environmental History
of Fishing in the Rocky Mountain West, 1860-1975," (PhD diss., Washington State University, 2012), 124131. Also see Jennifer Corrinne Brown, “Trash Fish: Native Fish Species in a Rocky Mountain Fish
Culture,” Western Historical Quarterly 45 (Spring 2014): 37-58; and “‘The Gamest Fish that Swims’:
Management of the Big Hole River Fishery in Montana,” Pacific Northwest Quarterly 97, no. 4 (Fall
2006): 171-178.
31
Jared Farmer is another historian who has addressed decline in the fisheries. For his narrative of the
decline of Bonneville cutthroat trout in Utah Lake, see Jared Farmer, On Zion’s Mount: Mormons, Indians,
and the American Landscape (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008), 54-105. For an additional
excellent work on the Pacific salmon fishery see Lissa K. Wadewitz, The Nature of Borders: Salmon,
Boundaries, and Bandits of the Salish Sea (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2012).
29
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northern Nevada, fisheries managers tried to recreate the days of old when the native
trout reached mammoth sizes and ran up the river in great numbers. Their efforts to
reconstruct the fishery revealed the implausibility of environmental restoration, but more
importantly underlined the motivations necessary to attempt it.
Chapter One describes how the Pyramid Lake Lahontan cutthroat— historically
an important subsistence resource for Northern Paiutes— were initially exploited for
profit in the late 1800s and early 1900s, and gradually destroyed as agricultural interests
diverted the Truckee River’s water and industrial pollution contaminated the trout’s
aquatic habitat. Under the Newlands Act, the federal government tried to create
agriculture in the desert, relying on the Truckee for irrigation water, and leaving Pyramid
Lake to shrink. Unlike Canada’s Fraser River, the Truckee was more like a miniColumbia River, dammed and diverted so much that fish propagation became impossible.
As in Taylor’s narrative of salmon’s decline in the Columbia River system, fisheries
managers in Nevada turned to artificial propagation to meet the demands of fishermen
and replace the native fish industrialization destroyed. Their vision for fish depended on
experimental stocking, then observing which species succeeded. The Nevada Fish and
Game Commission experimented with non-native introductions and like most of the West
became proponents of rainbow trout and their recreational potential. However, although
given the opportunity, rainbow trout were not able to “overrun” Pyramid Lake like they
had in so many other lakes across the world.32
Chapter Two narrates a history of the Nevada Fish and Game Commission’s
project to restore trout to Pyramid Lake in the 1950s and 1960s after its native cutthroat
32

Halverson, An Entirely Synthetic Fish.
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became extinct in the early 1940s. For the Commission, restoring Pyramid Lake meant
establishing trout and salmon populations— native or not— to feed the growing outdoor
tourism industry. Like their predecessors, they were not shy about experimenting with
non-native species, planting Kokanee salmon and rainbow trout in large numbers. While
the Commission made plans to restore natural spawning runs, these were unsuccessful,
and the Commission relied on stocking the lake to maintain the fishery. However, these
experiments failed and eventually cutthroats from other lakes in Nevada proved better
occupants of the lake. These cutthroats, along with the cui-ui sucker would become the
focus of the Pyramid Lake fishery’s restoration by the 1970s.
In the third chapter, I tell the story of the native cutthroat’s role in the water
debate carried out in government agencies and in the courts in the 1970s and 1980s to
decide whether or not water diverted from the Truckee for agriculture should be returned
to the Paiutes to support their shrinking lake and dwindling fishery. Because of the native
cutthroat’s importance to the Paiutes, its value as a recreational resource, and its
threatened status, the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe, conservationists, and fisheries
managers used it as evidence to support Pyramid Lake’s protection. The Paiutes still saw
the Pyramid Lake cutthroat as essential to their livelihood and so they called on others to
help preserve their lake. Environmentalist groups like the Sierra Club joined the Paiutes
in their effort to gain water that would allow for the native fishery’s restoration. Their
vision clashed with that of agriculturists who feared losing water they depended on for
their crops. However, after a lengthy struggle, the Paiutes won an important victory
toward preserving their lake.

13
Environmental historian Mark Fiege encourages his readers to ask “[h]ow did
nature matter?33 This thesis answers the question: How did native cutthroat trout matter
to Pyramid Lake and its users? Throughout my narrative of Pyramid Lake and the lower
Truckee River fishery’s history, fisheries managers’ attempts to restore constructed a new
fishery, affected over time through alterations in water flow and quality, often due to
industrial and agricultural uses, and the introduction of non-native species and (in the
case of Pyramid Lake) reintroduced native species. Over the years efforts to restore
Pyramid Lake’s cutthroat to its former glory have revealed that— for various reasons—
many value the trout as an important resource. However, preserving the native trout has
proven no easy task and will continue to be difficult as the environment and human
culture change with the passing of time.

33

Mark Fiege, The Republic of Nature: An Environmental History of the United States (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 2012), 429.
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CHAPTER 2
“VICTIMS OF PROGRESS”: THE DECLINE OF NATIVE CUTTHROAT IN
PYRAMID LAKE AND THE TRUCKEE RIVER1

MW [Anthropologist Margaret Wheat]
Well, I wanted to know … I wonder why they’re gone. I mean, … ah …
there aren’t any there anymore.
AS [Paiute elder Alice Steve]
What?
MW
Those big trout.
AS
Ah hah. No. Is-a something matter with um.
WG [Paiute elder Wuzzie George]
Ah hah.
AS
Yeah. Wrong. Thas why he didn’t come up. He used to come up every
spring. Every to winter.2

This chapter explains how such a prized natural resource like the Lahontan
cutthroat trout could be lost so quickly. In the end, they succumbed to the culture of
industrial exploitation as Euro-American individuals, corporations, and government
agencies reassessed the highest use of water based on their own cultural and economic
values, then diverted it from fish to agriculture, power and profit. When Euro-Americans

1

“Editorials: Fish Story,” Reno Evening Gazette, 18 November 1969.
Margaret Wheat Papers, Box 12, Folder 12, Tape script 23, 6-7, Special Collections, University of
Nevada, Reno Libraries (hereafter UNR).
2
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settled northern Nevada, they quickly established new patterns of resource use and
altered the methods that Paiute Indians employed to fish for trout. The federal
government tried to harness the Truckee River’s water to create a garden in the desert,
diverting much of the river’s flow from Pyramid Lake and its fish. This vision of industry
and agricultural abundance devalued the importance of native cutthroat to the Paiutes.
Quickly, industrial pollution, lack of water, and overfishing led to the native cutthroat’s
decline. In response, the Nevada Fish and Game Commission introduced an invasive
population of non-native game fish that competed with the native cutthroat for food and
space, contributing to their destruction. They hoped that artificial propagation could
maintain the fishery amidst environmental decline.

Figure 2. Lahontan cutthroat trout. Image located at
http://www.fws.gov/nevada/protected_species/fish/images/lct_stream.gif.

Figure 3. Cui-ui. Image located at
http://dcnr.nv.gov/documents/documents/nevadas -fishes-2/.
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Pyramid Lake is a large high desert lake, naturally alkaline and saline, even
before it began to shrink in the early twentieth century. It is a dead-end lake, one of the
few remnants of the ancient Lake Lahontan.3 It is home to two large native fish species
both unique to the lake and especially adapted to its waters (see Figures 2 and 3). One of
these is large strain of the Lahontan cutthroat trout (hereafter referred to as Pyramid Lake
cutthroat), while the other is the cui-ui sucker. Before its extinction, the Pyramid Lake
cutthroat often measured over thirty inches and could weigh up to forty pounds or more.
It grew to such large size due to the prevalence of food in the lake, most notably small
fish species like the Tui chub. The cui-sucker can reach over twenty inches in length and
weigh close to ten pounds. It feeds on plankton and has a lifespan of up to forty years.
Both the Pyramid Lake cutthroat and the cui-ui sucker reproduced through spawning runs
up the Truckee River, which originates at Lake Tahoe in the Sierras and runs east into
Nevada through present day Reno before turning north and emptying into Pyramid Lake
(see Figure 4). The trout made two annual spawning runs, one in the winter and another
in the spring. The cui-sucker usually made its single run in May or June. The Truckee
River was also home to a population of native cutthroats separate from those of Pyramid
Lake.4
Northern Paiutes and the Paleo-Indian peoples who preceded them relied upon
cutthroat trout and the cui-ui sucker of Pyramid Lake for subsistence long before Frémont

3

For a description of the Great Basin’s environment see Stephen Trimble, The Sagebrush Ocean: A
Natural History of the Great Basin (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1999) and Samuel G. Houghton,
A Trace of Desert Waters: The Great Basin Story (Salt Lake City: Howe Bros., 1986).
4
For an excellent life history of the Lahontan cutthroat trout see Patrick Trotter, Cutthroat: Native Trout of
the West (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008).
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arrived in 1844. Archaeologists have found evidence of this in caves surrounding the
lake. They believe this evidence belonged to the ancient Lovelock Culture that

Figure 4. Map of Nevada’s basins. In William H. Veeder, Congressional
Approval of the California-Nevada Interstate Compact Will Destroy Pyramid
Lake, correlated with Analysis of Pyramid Lake Task Force- Final Report,
(Washington D.C.: Bureau of Indian Affairs, 11 January 1972), Plate 11, in
Robert Leland Papers, Series 3, Box 14, Folder 100. Courtesy of Special
Collections, University of Nevada, Reno Libraries.
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archeologists estimate lived at the lake as early as 4,000 years ago. Recovered artifacts
such as fishnets, fish lines, fish hooks, knives and fish bones all point to a culture that
fished extensively in Pyramid Lake. Anthropologists have determined that their villages
were located near the river mouth in order to take advantage of yearly spawning runs.5
Historic Northern Paiutes subsisted by harvesting and storing fish, hunting for large and
small game, gathering seeds and pine nuts as well as berries, roots and vegetables. 6
When he arrived at the lake in 1844, Frémont saw that Paiutes valued the lake’s trout and
held the fishery in “exclusive possession.” He noted that they constructed dams along the
river to make harvesting trout more effective.7 In an early 1900s interview, Paiute chief
Dave Numana said “this lake is my meat.”8 Every year the Paiutes gathered in the spring
to fish during the trout and sucker spawning runs up the Truckee River. Knack describes
this time as one of “plenty, of sociality, conversation, singing, and dancing.”9 Northern
Paiutes used various fishing methods, including weirs, traps, sinkers, spears, hooks, set
lines, and even poison.10 Despite this, upon Frémont’s arrival, fish populations in
Pyramid Lake and the Truckee River appeared to be thriving, due to the annual spawning
runs the fish made every winter and spring.
The fishery at Pyramid Lake remained a vital resource for Northern Paiutes even
after Anglo-American intrusion forced them to adopt a capitalist economic system. In
5

Sessions S. Wheeler, The Desert Lake: The Story of Nevada's Pyramid Lake (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton
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6
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7
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northern Nevada, white settlement increased drastically after discovery of the Comstock
Lode in 1859 as miners rushed to the area in search of silver. With the increase in
population and the transportation advantages provided by the railroad, the market for fish
became profitable. In 1859, the government “withdrew approximately 475,000 acres of
land including Pyramid Lake itself from public use….” In 1874, fifteen years later,
President Grant confirmed the Pyramid Lake Indian Reservation through executive
order.11
Taking advantage of the demand for trout, many Paiutes worked as commercial
fishermen on the lake and the river. They sold much of their catch to wholesale agents
who shipped the fish by rail throughout California and Utah.12 While the Paiutes’
engagement in commercial fishing led critics to blame them for the subsequent decline of
the fishery, it also provided them with earned income to sustain their families and
community amidst difficult circumstances. Knack and Townley estimate the income
received by reservation families to be $4,000 to $5,000 dollars a year in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century.13 Indian agents recognized that the fishery
provided the majority of the reservation’s income and was its most valuable resource. In
1891, Agent C.C. Warner described “a particular good fishing year for the [Paiutes]” and
recognized the importance of the fishery as a way for them to obtain revenue.14 Later
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Indian Agent Lorenzo Creel thought that Indians could use the abundant fish harvests to
produce fish mulch, used to feed stock and farm animals.15
Northern Paiute Indians were not the only group who fished for profit. White
commercial fishermen also saw the value of the fishery, and in the 1870s some of them
began to trespass onto the reservation to fish.16 Knack identifies methods used by
trespassers such as fishing the lake by boat, stretching nets across the entire width of the
river, and using “grab hooks” to drag spawning fish to shore. Knack argues that these
new methods forced Indian fishermen to change their methods in order to compete in the
commercial market.17 Commercial fishermen, both Indian and white, saw little reason to
limit their catch when the competition to meet the demands of the market was so intense
and the prices being paid were so high. Asian immigrants also participated in this
commercial fishing. Townley notes that after the initial years of high profits, whites
abandoned the commercial fishing industry, leaving the diminished fishery to minority
groups who they “considered undesirable.”18
While fishing for profit occurred throughout the year, commercial fishermen took
advantage of the cutthroat’s winter and spring spawning runs to catch as many fish as
possible. This was when the trout swam up the Truckee River in great numbers, only
stopping when they reached their gravel spawning beds. During these runs, fish massed
together in shallow water, making them an easy target for fishermen. Townley estimates
that from 1873 to 1922, an average of over 100,000 pounds of fish per year shipped from
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the Wadsworth and Verdi railway stations.19 Overfishing proved to be detrimental but
became exponentially more significant when combined with creeping industrial pollution
and habitat destruction.
The rise of industrial mining in the Sierras in the mid- to late-nineteenth century
required large amounts of lumber for infrastructure. Lumber mills dumped sawdust and
debris, left over from the cutting and grinding of wooden beams and boards, into the
Truckee River where it quickly made its way downstream and eventually settled at the
mouth of the Truckee’s entrance into Pyramid Lake, altering the natural structure of the
lake’s inlet. In 1874, the river mouth was so full of sawdust that the Pyramid Lake Indian
Reservation agent said that it prevented water from entering the lake and spawning fish
from leaving it.20 The debris clogged and polluted the Truckee River to the extent that
fish populations suffered. In his book on cutthroat trout, Patrick Trotter notes that much
of the logging debris came down the river during spring drives, the same time cutthroat
trout were ascending the river to spawn.21 By 1877 the Truckee Republican recognized
that the pollution was destroying Truckee River’s aquatic life. It was not until the 1890s
that government regulations successfully prohibited lumber mills from dumping their
waste into the river.22
But the reprieve was short-lived. Soon after, a newly-constructed paper mill at
Floriston, California—twenty miles upstream from Reno—began polluting the river.
Financed by the Fleishhacker banking firm of San Francisco, the mill dumped “150,000
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gallons of acidic wastes” by 1900.23 In 1909, California and Nevada fish commissions
began to see infections appearing on the skin of spawning trout.24 The Floriston mill
operated from 1900 to 1930, and the political power of the mill investors kept public
protest over its dumping in check. Political pressure from the city of Reno led the mill to
adopt certain measures such as a waste evaporation system in 1920, but it was not until
1929— one year before the mill’s closure— that the company disposed of its waste
without letting it enter the river.25 On top of this lumber and paper mill waste, the
Truckee River and Pyramid Lake were subjected to Reno’s sewage, dumped straight into
the river following construction of the city’s first sewer lines in 1868.26
In addition to commercial fishing and industrial and urban pollution, Pyramid
Lake and Truckee River cutthroat trout suffered from the construction of dams that
blocked their passage upstream to spawn. Before the arrival of Euro-American settlers,
Northern Paiute fishermen employed seasonal dams to trap spawning cutthroat trout.
However, these dams were impermanent structures and never completely blocked the
passage of fish moving up and down stream. As Euro-American settlement grew in the
second half of the nineteenth century, permanent dams built for irrigation, water storage,
and power generation became serious obstacles to the cutthroat trout’s survival. Dams
popped up along the entire Truckee River system, including a masonry dam in Reno,
government irrigation dams on the Pyramid Lake Indian Reservation near the Truckee’s
mouth, and a large Verdi mill dam constructed just west of Reno. The latter was built in
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1875 and prevented Pyramid Lake’s spawning trout from entering California’s side of the
Truckee River.
Dams were major factors in preventing cutthroat trout’s only form of
reproduction. Cutthroat trout reproduce by migrating upstream in river tributaries; they
cannot spawn in the deep water of lakes. Between the age of three and five, they leave
lakes and journey upriver until arriving at their gravel spawning beds.27 When they have
completed their spawning run, they return to their home waters. Very few Pyramid Lake
cutthroat trout survived the obstacles dams and fishing presented during spawning runs.
Despite the damage caused by dams in the late nineteenth century, the beginning of the
next century included the construction of the largest impediment the cutthroat trout ever
faced.
In 1905, the federal government funded the completion of the Derby Dam,
approximately thirty-seven miles up the Truckee River from Pyramid Lake as part of the
Newlands Reclamation Project designed to provide irrigation water from the river for
new farming settlements.28 Both Townley and Knack highlight the dam’s construction as
a key factor in the Lahontan cutthroat trout’s extinction. The Derby Dam was the first
project undertaken under the National Reclamation Act of 1902. Senator Francis G.
Newlands, the key force behind the legislation, envisioned a prosperous agricultural
industry, fueled by the Truckee River’s water, transforming the desert into a garden. 29
Newlands was present and addressed those gathered on the day of the dam’s official
27
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opening, June 17, 1905. Newlands praised the dam’s construction and predicted that it
would bring success to Nevada agriculture because it focused on providing water for
small farms under 160 acres.30
The dam diverted an enormous amount of water from the river and the lake it fed.
Forty-eight percent of the Truckee’s water went to the farming communities of Fernley
and Fallon east of Reno.31 The loss of so much water was devastating to the trout that
depended on the Truckee’s flow. In 1912, drought led the United States Reclamation
Service to divert all of the Truckee’s water and “the channel below Derby for two miles
was clogged with dead and dying trout.”32 Fish enthusiasts were unable to prevent the
destruction that the loss of water caused. And even if they could, few of them worried
about the longer term consequences.
In one of his first biennial reports, Nevada Fish Commissioner H.G. Parker wrote:
“It must not be expected, neither can we deny the right of farmers to construct dams and
irrigating canals.”33 In his 1917 report on Nevada’s fish species, John O. Snyder—
Stanford-educated fisheries biologist and noted colleague of famous ichthyologist David
Starr Jordan—wrote, “A discussion of the economic value of the fishes of this region and
any consideration of methods of propagation and protection must begin and end with the
assumption that agricultural and manufacturing interests are of paramount importance.”34
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Snyder continued to argue that water must be used for power and irrigation and that any
time fish protection conflicted with those interests, it should be ignored.35 In the end, this
cultural vision of the value of natural resources and the priorities of economic
development won out over the Paiute’s need for water to sustain their fishery.36 During
drought years water levels at the Truckee River’s mouth became so low that the Lahontan
Cutthroat trout could not pass through. In addition, the fish ladder at Derby Dam was
“[i]noperative virtually from the day it was built,” and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
attempt to construct a successful spawning channel between1941 and 1945 came too late.
Unable to reproduce through spawning, the Pyramid Lake cutthroat trout became extinct
by 1944.37
If fish should never take precedent over agricultural and manufacturing interests
in the allocation of water resources as Snyder maintained, how were any fish across the
arid West to survive? Snyder and others found their answer in fish culture. In other
words, fisheries biologists thought they could use science and artificial propagation to
manage fisheries. Fish culture envisioned a future in which fisheries thrived despite
industrial pollution and the appropriation of water into irrigation systems channeled to
support agricultural and power industries. When industrial pollution poisoned fish and
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dams prevented spawning trout and salmon from reproducing, fisheries commissions
simply replenished the fallen with new recruits reared in man-made hatcheries. In Making
Salmon, Joseph Taylor refers to this positivist ideology as the “cost of civilization.”38
This became the focus of northern Nevada’s efforts to restock their rivers, lakes, and
streams with fish that they believed could be successful in their polluted waters.39
In 1877 Nevada created the first state office of fish commissioner and H.G. Parker
was appointed to the position. It was his job to satisfy the need for both sport and food in
the region’s fishery. Parker’s first report told of new fish species planted.40 He wrote that
since the formation of the Nevada Fish Commission, the Commission had introduced
several new species into the region’s rivers, lakes, and streams. The Commission had
made over 180 plants; they gave game fish such as bass, catfish, salmon, brook trout, and
rainbow trout a chance to flourish in a new environment.41 Parker envisioned a future in
which the fisheries would also provide the region with a valuable food source. Carp,
today’s most well-known “trash fish,” were at the center of Parker’s dream. Of them he
wrote:
Carp, as food fish, have no superior; when our streams are stocked with them the
people of the State will possess as grand a luxury as found in the waters of those
States celebrated for the abundance and variety of their fish; besides, carp should
be as plentiful to our people as chickens to the table of the prudent farmer; the fact
of raising them in small ponds, say from twenty-five feet and upwards square, or
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in the springs on the many farms in this State, renders this fish most popular and
desirable.42

While Parker, was correct in his prediction that carp would multiply and become
prevalent in the state, his vision that they would become an important food fish went
unrealized. By 1897, state fish commissioner George, T. Mills said that “time has now
established their worthlessness, and our waters are suffering from their presence.”43
However, dreams for a valuable food fish did not end; in 1909 the commission planted
crustaceans, also known as “crayfish” in the Truckee River, because they reproduced so
quickly and the Commission thought they were fine table-food.44 Today, crayfish are
found throughout Lake Tahoe and the Truckee River; they have become so numerous that
recently both Nevada and California passed bills permitting their commercial harvest in
Lake Tahoe.45
Despite non-native introductions like carp and crayfish, planted solely for their
food value, most of the introductions the Nevada Fish Commission made were intended
to provide sport for anglers. The Commission depended on sports fishermen for license
fees; in turn, sportsmen looked to the Commission to maintain stable populations of game
fish. Local sports fishermen viewed the fishery differently from commercial fishermen;
instead of using the most efficient methods of harvest such as traps or nets, they preferred
to fish for trout with hook and line.
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Commercial fishermen’s visions for the fishery’s utility contrasted with sports
fishermen’s search for competition. For sportsmen, fishing was an act of leisure rather
than a source of employment.46 They saw commercial fishing of trout as a detriment to
their sport and feared that excessive harvesting would remove their quarry. Sportsmen
wanted to force commercial fishermen to adopt their methods. Because Pyramid Lake
was situated on an Indian reservation, initially its fishermen were not subject to the same
laws that regulated fishing methods in Nevada. Therefore, when the Nevada legislature
sought to curtail commercial fishing on the reservation, they had to take a different legal
and political route. Sportsmen were the force behind legislation in 1891 that prevented
the shipment of trout by rail during the winter spawning months. They knew that without
the means to ship trout to market, commercial fishing on the reservation would be
halted.47 While fishermen sold fish year-round, most Indian and white commercial
fishermen harvested the majority of the catch shipped by rail during the spawning run
from December to April. In 1911, state legislation limited the possession of fish for sale
to ten fish or ten pounds per person, making it difficult to sell off the reservation. Finally,
in 1921 sportsmen saw their interests fulfilled when the state passed a law banning the
sale of game fish, ending large scale commercial fishing at Pyramid Lake. The Bureau of
Indian Affairs responded by having former Indian Agent Lorenzo D. Creel broker a
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compromise that allowed Indians to sell their limit as long as it was tagged in return for
opening Pyramid Lake to the public through the sale of tribal fishing permits.48
Those who were interested in fishing for sport prized the skill required to capture
fish and also their fish’s ability to “fight.”49 While sportsmen did not view the cutthroat
trout as a trash fish, as other native species such as the cui-ui sucker came to be known,
they still found favor in the introduction of popular non-native game fish.50 Rainbow
trout quickly became the favorite species because of their appealing appearance,
tolerance to polluted waters, fighting nature, and the close proximity of hatcheries in
California from which fish culturists distributed them. In addition to rainbows, the
Nevada Fish and Game Commission also introduced brook trout—the darling of east
coast fly fishermen— Pacific salmon, and brown trout into the Truckee River. By 1925,
the Commission had been rearing and then planting fish from local hatcheries for many
years. The Commission arranged for free transportation from the region’s railroads, and
their agents stocked hatchery fish in numerous rivers and streams, including the Truckee
River.51 A close examination of their stocking report from 1925 to 1928 provides an
example of the numbers and types of fish introduced in the Truckee River alone.
From 1925-1926, the Commission reported making plants of 243,000 rainbow
trout fry in the Nevada section of the Truckee River. They planted 89,000 black-spotted
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trout (Pyramid Lake cutthroat) along with 52,500 Eastern brook trout, 5,000 Yellowstone
cutthroat trout, and 2,000 albino trout.52 In September of 1928, they released 75,000
rainbow trout fingerlings and 18,000 Pyramid Lake cutthroat fingerlings into the
Truckee.53 Even though rainbow trout dominate the numbers from 1925 to1928, it is clear
that the Nevada Fish and Game Commission still wanted to return native cutthroat trout
in the Truckee River. From 1909 to1921 the Commission reported planting over four
million native cutthroat in the Truckee River.54 By 1928, the Commission was totally
dependent on Pyramid Lake for any cutthroat spawn its workers collected for local
hatcheries. Commission employees worried that the Pyramid Lake cutthroats would be
lost if not successfully propagated in the hatcheries. For this reason, members of the
Commission became upset when the Paiute Indians of Pyramid Lake objected to the
collection of spawn on the reservation. The Commission attributed their objection to
ignorance and their inability to see how the Commission intended to preserve their fish. 55
In 1923 and 1926 frustrated Paiutes shut down the Commission’s efforts to take spawn.
They claimed the Commission was killing fish in the process and not returning young fry
back to the lake. Meanwhile, the Commission made similar accusations against the
Paiutes. “In 1928 the state resumed egg harvesting” amidst strain and in 1930, the U.S.
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Bureau of Fisheries joined in the capture of spawn, taking over for the state. However,
two years later Paiute accusations of abuse and the accidental death of a white fisheries
agent led the Bureau of Fisheries to withdraw, “claiming shortage of funds, increasing
salinity of the lake, and pressure on its hatchery capacity, but primarily lack of Paiute
cooperation.” As a result, the 1930s saw few fish planted at Pyramid Lake.56
One Indian agent believed that the Commission used the spawn it took from
Pyramid Lake for its own gain. He complained that the Commission was not replanting
enough of the spawn it propagated back into the lake, thus returning no benefit to
reservation Paiutes who depended on trout for income.57 In fact, while the Commission
had been stocking Nevada waters with Pyramid Lake cutthroat trout, it was also using its
supply to trade with other states’ fish commissions in exchange for the spawn of different
species. Not surprisingly, the trade usually resulted in more rainbow trout for the
Commission to introduce. And yet almost all the Pyramid Lake cutthroat plants made
outside Nevada were failures. With one notable exception, Pyramid Lake cutthroats have
not been found in any of the surrounding states that the Nevada Commission dealt with. 58
The same played out in the Truckee River, where the Commission’s plants failed to
survive. The Truckee River was no longer a sustainable habitat for cutthroat trout.
As discussed earlier, industrial pollution played a major role in the cutthroat
trout’s decline in the Truckee River. In addition, dams diverted the river’s water and
prevented cutthroat trout from completing spawning runs. However, an overlooked factor
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that likely contributed to the death of native cutthroats in the Truckee River was the
introduction of non-native game fish that competed with the cutthroat trout for food, and
space.59 In the Truckee Basin Fishery, Townley wrote: “By far the most beneficial result
of California and Nevada’s flirtation with fish regulatory officers came through planting
of replacement varieties in waters depleted of native stock.”60 Even as they lamented the
loss of the native cutthroat, Townley and others failed to see these non-native trout as
contributors to the cutthroat’s decline. And while fisheries managers could not always
anticipate the negative effects introduced species would have on natives, there is
evidence that suggests fisheries biologists in the early 1900s were at least aware of the
threat that non-native rainbow trout presented. In his 1917 report on Nevada’s fish, John
O. Snyder noted in his description of rainbow trout: “It thrives in the rivers and lakes,
where the native cutthroat appears to give way before it.”61 Snyder also claimed that local
hatcheries had crossed cutthroat and rainbow trout to create a hybrid, known today as the
cut-bow trout. Jennifer Corrine Brown’s dissertation “Trout Culture” argues that
conservationist Aldo Leopold and James A. Henshall, a former fish hatchery
superintendent, knew about the negative effects of non-native species on cutthroat trout.62
When combined with the already present threats of pollution and habitat destruction, non59
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native game fish presented the final challenge to native cutthroat trout in the Truckee
River.
By 1900, roughly twenty years after the introduction of non-natives, cutthroat
trout had vanished from the Truckee River above Reno. This included populations of
fluvial Lahontan cutthroat trout that remained in the river year around, separate from the
spawning Pyramid Lake cutthroat trout. While present in the historical record, there are
no scientific studies of their life history and one can only speculate as to their
characteristics.63 This lack of knowledge is probably due to the swiftness of their decline
and the inability of fisheries biologists to tell them apart from the Pyramid Lake
cutthroats.64 These river trout were the first to go, followed by the Pyramid Lake
cutthroats 30 to 40 years later. Biologists and fisheries managers in the late 1930s
believed Pyramid Lake’s shrinking salty waters unsuitable for their survival. The 19441946 report of the Nevada Fish and Game Commission labeled Pyramid Lake as a
depleted body of water; the fish had “disappeared” and the Commission announced no
immediate plans to try to bring them back.65
Cutthroat trout became victims of a new world in which different visions of
natural resource use left little room for the protection of native fish. Euro-Americans
demanded water to aid industrial projects such as mining, and to open agricultural
communities in the desert for farming. Nevada fish culturists’ limited efforts to preserve
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the dwindling population of cutthroat trout in the Truckee River and Pyramid Lake were
not enough to prevent their destruction. In the 1930s the lake drew famous fishermen to
its shores seeking the thrill of catching a giant cutthroat. A decade later this was no
longer possible. One hundred years after John C. Frémont praised Pyramid Lake’s
cutthroat trout, they were gone from the lake and the river in which they once flourished.
And yet, the story of the fishery did not end there. Many still viewed trout as an
important natural resource. Just a few short years after the Pyramid cutthroat’s extinction,
efforts to recover the fishery at Pyramid Lake and the Truckee resumed, pushed by a
vision of use dependent on the rise of tourism and recreational sport fishing. Buoyed by
new leadership and more funding, the Nevada Fish and Game Commission took its shot
at rebuilding Pyramid Lake’s fishery.
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CHAPTER 3
“YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT YOU GOT TILL IT’S GONE”1

In 1937, just a few years before cutthroat trout became extinct in Pyramid Lake,
Lynn J. Rogers, Outdoor Editor for the Los Angeles Times, traveled 518 miles to enjoy
the lake’s outdoor opportunities. Upon returning to Southern California, he
enthusiastically reported his venture and his group’s fishing experience this way:
Minutes passed without interruption, then suddenly, as if struck by lightning, Earl
Gilmore, one of our party, raised his rod in the air. A singing reel, his line flashed
along the surface of the water; far behind, a huge trout leaped high in the air, and
then the fun began. Back and forth across the stern of the boat streaked Mr. Trout,
then Earl would reel in several yards of line as it slackened, suddenly the fish
would leap high in the air and again the reel would sing as yards of line left it. A
great battle, but expert handling of rod and reel soon triumphed and within a short
time the trout, a thirty –two pound beauty, was lifted in the boat.2
In his writing, Rogers made no mention of the Derby Dam, or the trout’s dwindling
spawning runs. Rather, his description painted a picture of a plentiful fishery in a pristine
and primitive desert still lorded over by Paiute Indians. The fishing was exciting and the
quarry presented a formidable challenge. Although soon to be no more, there were still
enough gigantic cutthroat trout in the lake in 1937 to draw sportsmen from afar.3
Rogers’ article reflects the culture of his time. Historian Lawrence Culver
remarked that for “many of the progressive era ‘true’ manhood was connected with
vigorous exertion in the outdoors….” It presented a competition against nature for men
1
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who spent most their time in a modern and urbanized world.4 A large number of middle
and upper class men found that the field sport of fishing allowed them to test their ability
and connect with nature and their own masculinity.5 This sporting culture was on display
at Pyramid Lake after the 1925 compromise Lorenzo Creel brokered between the
Northern Paiutes and the Nevada Fish and Game Commission that opened the lake to the
recreational public. Not unlike commercial fishermen before them, boosters seized the
opportunity to profit from the Pyramid Lake cutthroat trout. They lauded the fish’s great
size in an effort to convince sports fishermen to come to the lake.
One such booster was the Pyramid Lake Club (formerly the Desert Inn) which
beckoned tourists to the lake in the 1930s. The Club’s brochures and pamphlets used to
advertise the lake place the threatened cutthroat trout at the center of their vision of
tourism. “The World’s Largest Trout,” headlined their advertisements. One of its 1934
pamphlets called Pyramid Lake the “world’s most fascinating desert playground,” and the
lake in which Theodore Roosevelt “climaxed his fishing experiences.”6 The pamphlet
bragged that the famed Stanford football coach “Pop” Warner, had fished for its gigantic
trout, so large that a contest was held to see who could catch the smallest trout of the
year. Clark Gable was another celebrity who fished Pyramid Lake during this time (see
Figure 5).7 In its advertisements, the Pyramid Lake Club described the lake as a hidden
paradise, using a quote from Warner to validate this: “To think of all the fishing I’ve
4
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done—and only now found Pyramid Lake.”8 Two photographs show bounteous catches
and include the following captions: “Believe it or not—the largest trout is still in the
lake,” and “Fishing—forty trout, the smallest nine pounds.”9
In addition to advertising trout, the pamphlets targeted tourists with their common
Native American stereotypes, depicting Northern Paiutes as jealous guardians of an
abundant fishery in a primitive desert lake, at last open to the public. Despite this false
characterization, the Pyramid Lake Club’s tourists did provide some income for the
Paiutes; public fishing on the reservation’s lake required the purchase of fishing permits
and Paiute Indian guides charged a dollar an hour to take fishermen out on the lake in
motor boats.10 An Indian guide took former President Herbert Hoover out on the lake in
1933. Hoover enjoyed his experience at Pyramid Lake so much that he planned a return
trip, but later cancelled due to other priorities.11 Ray Lyman Wilbur, president of Stanford
University, accompanied Hoover on his visit to the lake.12
Readers of these Pyramid Lake Club pamphlets would never know the precarious
position of Pyramid Lake’s cutthroat trout. While the large size of the harvested trout
impressed famous sportsmen, the absence of small fish from the catches reflected the
increasing inability of the trout to reproduce. The large trout represented the last
successful spawning runs; once they died of old age or at the fishermen’s hand, there
were no new fish ready to take their place. Although the success of the Pyramid Lake
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Club was short-lived, its emphasis on leisure and tourism foreshadowed the future of the
fishing industry at Pyramid Lake. After the extinction of the Pyramid Lake cutthroat in
the early 1940s, such a future did not seem possible. The “world’s largest trout” were
lost. However, only a few years passed by before the Nevada Fish and Game
Commission sought to replace them through the introduction of new species.

Figure 5. “Clark Gable at Pyramid Lake,” UNRS-P2006-04-233. Courtesy of
Special Collections, University of Nevada, Reno Libraries.
This chapter details the Nevada Fish and Game Commission’s efforts to restore
the Pyramid Lake fishery in the 1950s and 1960s. They believed that in order to
accomplish this, they needed to stock the lake with game fish; trout and salmon that
would be able to meet recreational sportsmen’s desires. They envisioned restoring the
fishery would provide income for the state and enjoyment for its residents. While they
did acquiesce to the Paiute’s insistence that they should restore native cutthroat also, they
eagerly introduced new non-native species in the hopes that they would take hold in the
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lake’s waters. This chapter also describes how the Paiutes ensured the protection of the
Cui-ui sucker, a subsistence fish vital to their cultural identity.13
Initially commissioners did not believe the shrinking lake could support a
reintroduction of trout, but they changed direction under the leadership of fisheries
biologist Tom Trelease. Trelease sought information about the fishery from the Paiutes,
even joining anthropologist Margaret Wheat in an interview of two Paiute elders. During
the 1950s and 1960s, Trelease supervised a major stocking program, planting Kokanee
salmon, rainbow trout, and cutthroat trout from other waters in the state to see which
species would thrive in the saline and alkaline water of Pyramid Lake. Amidst these nonnative introductions, the Paiutes sought to ensure that the cui-sucker and the cutthroat
trout—the two fish they valued the most—remained in the lake. The Commission’s nonnative species plants failed— hundreds of thousands of non-native fish wasted away
before the Commission realized that the lake could not support them. The Commission’s
cutthroat plants were successful in the short term, even if the planted trout had to be
replenished through constant stocking. So despite rhetoric describing the 1950s
restocking of Pyramid Lake as a restoration project, it was in fact a reconstruction of a
fishery in order to create a profitable source of recreation. The self-sustaining indigenous
cutthroat fishery of old was lost, and the Commission discovered how difficult it was to
manage an artificially reconstructed cutthroat fishery.
The Commission’s 1950s and 1960s efforts to stock the lake were never designed
to restore Pyramid Lake’s fishery to what it was before its destruction. The Commission
hoped to create a fishery that would serve as a source of recreational profit to both the
13
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state and the Pyramid Lake Indian Reservation. This did not stop the Commission from
calling their work “restoration,” but their stocking efforts of non-native game fish showed
they believed in constructing and managing a new fishery rather than going to the effort
of restoring the one that existed at the onset of Anglo-American settlement.14 Even today,
fish and game commissions often refer to their work in terms of restoration, especially in
the case of rivers and streams. Modern conservationists even fall into a simplistic
declensionist narrative painting the western environment as pristine and perfect (a
“climax” state of stasis) before the arrival of Anglo-settlers and the system of industrial
exploitation they brought with them. Historians know this is not true and have been quick
to remind conservationists that biotic climax is improbable and that restoration is itself a
time-bound concept: restoration to what state and at what point in time? Before the
arrival of Euro-American settlers, Paiutes had interacted with Pyramid Lake’s
environment, using its resources. The environment is constantly altered by natural and
human uses over time. Despite this, restoration continues to be used as rhetoric to mask
efforts to reconstruct environments (sometimes called “industrial environments”) that
will stimulate economic development and recreation.15
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Restoration for Recreation

In the early 1940s there was considerable doubt as to whether Pyramid Lake
could ever support trout again. Scientific studies speculated that the diversion of fresh
water from the lake and its declining surface elevation were making it too saline for
trout.16 By the mid-1950s Pyramid Lake’s surface had dropped some seventy feet. So
swift was the water level’s decline after construction of the Derby Dam and diversion of
the Truckee River’s flow that nearby Lake Winnemucca became completely dry.17 Since
water decline played such a prominent role in the Pyramid Lake cutthroat’s extinction,
many of the Commissioners felt the lake was doomed to remain uninhabitable to trout.
However, this changed after the Commission hired fisheries biologist Tom Trelease in
1947. Trelease quickly rose through the ranks to the position of Chief of Fisheries.18
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Trelease challenged reports that Pyramid Lake’s water was too salty to support
trout. He pointed to recent experiments by fisheries biologists who had seen trout
suspended in the lake in screened cages survive several days. In another experiment,
biologists observed the health of trout placed in a laboratory tank filled with the lake’s
water. In both instances, the results led Trelease to conclude that science did not support
the theory that Pyramid Lake was too saline for trout. He believed that although not easy,
a restoration of trout to the lake was possible. Saddened by the extinction of Pyramid
Lake cutthroat trout, Trelease called their loss “an example of inexcusable, incredible
lack of foresight, and a reminder to all sportsmen of what can happen if they wait too
long.”19 He set out to rebuild the fishery for future generations.
Trelease was pleased that now the Nevada Fish and Game Commission, Pyramid
Lake Paiutes, and US Indian Service set aside their 1920s and 1930s disagreements over
spawn collection in order to bring fish back to the lake. The University of Nevada and the
Fish and Wildlife Service also agreed to take part in the effort.20 The timing of the project
seemed ripe as the post WWII demand for recreational fishing was increasing; Nevada’s
license sales rose significantly from 1947 to 1951.21 Armed with more funding,
employees, and a newly created Fisheries Division headed by Trelease, the Commission
set out to restore a fishery.22 Naturally, non-native game fish played a prominent role in

19

Trelease, “Death of a Lake,” [2-3], UNR.
Ibid., 3.
21
State of Nevada: Biennial Report of the Fish and Game Commission, 1950-1952, 8.
22
From 1947 to1954, the Commission itself experienced significant growth; it grew from 22 to 65
employees, and the budget increased from $315,000 per year to $716,821.65. The Commission received
federal aid for the fisheries as a result of the recently signed Dingell-Johnson Act meant to provide money
for fishery restorations. State of Nevada: Biennial Report of the Fish and Game Commission, 1952-1954
(Carson City: State Printing Office, 1954), 5-9; and State of Nevada: Biennial Report of the Fish and Game
Commission, 1950-1952, 25.
20

43
the fish plants that took place at Pyramid Lake. After all, the Commission was most
interested in results, and western sports fishermen did not judge their quarry by its native
roots. If the water was cold enough to support trout and salmon, sportsmen would come
to catch them. For the Commission, restoring Pyramid Lake’s fishery meant establishing
game fish populations in the lake once more, even if they were not native. For the
Paiutes, a restoration of the fishery could mean the return of a valuable resource.
Trelease and the Commission’s decision to restore the lake with non-native trout
was a natural response to a culture in which trout fishing predominated. It also followed
the pattern of attempting to sustain or rebuild fisheries through artificial propagation, one
the Commission had been using since the late nineteenth century. After the end of World
War II, tourists flocked to the West to participate in outdoor activities. Trout had already
enjoyed privileged status among fish for many years, but the rise of Western tourism led
to an increase in their value. Western fishery managers were eager to discover which
lakes and rivers would support trout and to stock them.23 If Pyramid Lake became
suitable to trout once more, an increase in tourist revenue would follow, benefiting the
Commission and the Pyramid Lake Indian Reservation. The lake’s reconstructed fishery
would again become a favorite of sports fishermen.
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Restoring Pyramid Lake’s Fishery Through Stocking

This is not to say that the Nevada Commission put little or no thought into the
species plants they made at Pyramid Lake. Pyramid Lake presented a unique problem for
introduced trout with its alkaline high desert environment, declining water levels, and
severely limited access to riverine spawning environments. In order to achieve their goal
of restoring Pyramid Lake’s fishery, the Commission first explored which types of game
fish could persist in such conditions. Perhaps for this reason, Trelease and fellow Nevada
fishery biologist Ira La Rivers joined anthropologist Margaret Wheat in her oral history
interview of Paiute elders Wuzzie George and Alice Steve. Both women were old enough
to remember the spawning runs of the Pyramid Lake cutthroats, Steve having fished for
them in years past. It is possible that Trelease sought to glean information from the two
women that could help him understand Paiute beliefs and fish behavior in order to access
what kind of fish could succeed in Pyramid Lake.24 In the interviews, Wheat, Trelease
and La Rivers asked George and Steve to identify different fish species by name in their
native Paiute tongue.25
The interviews reveal that one non-native trout, the brook trout, which the
Commission introduced to northern Nevada in the late 1800s, had a place in Northern
Paiute creation legends. Wuzzie George related the story, where coyote is seeking to
catch a lizard. The lizard however, proves too difficult to catch, and when it hides under a
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rock in the river; coyote finally gives up and tells the lizard that because it hid in the river
it would henceforth be a fish. And thus the brook trout received the name “lizard fish,”
fitting when one looks at its pattern of colored spots, resembling the markings of lizards
like the Great Basin fence lizard, native to Northern Nevada.26 If the Northern Paiutes
could adopt the brook trout into their culture, perhaps they would accept more non-native
fish to Pyramid Lake.
The Northern Paiutes were heavily invested in Pyramid Lake’s resources. As their
lake was shrinking away, so was the Pyramid Lake Indian Reservation’s future. Pyramid
Lake and the lower Truckee were their major water source. In addition, fishing had
traditionally provided subsistence, and then later, income. Paiutes desired the return of
their fishery and believed that the cutthroat trout should play a significant role in that
recovery. While they did acquiesce to let the Nevada Fish and Game Commission
reconstruct Pyramid Lake’s fishery with non-native game fish, they stipulated that the
Commission also maintained populations of native cutthroat in the lake. Their agreement
with the Commission read: “The Commission hereby agrees to attempt to maintain a
strain of the original variety of cut-throat trout found in Pyramid Lake from brood stock
now in existence at the State Fish Hatchery.” This signaled a willingness on the part of
both parties to work together “to improve the number and quality of game fish in
Pyramid Lake and its tributaries, in law enforcement, and the access of sportsmen to the
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fishing areas.”27 The same year the agreement was signed, the Commission began to
reconstruct the fishery at Pyramid Lake, beginning with land-locked salmon.
Trelease suggested land-locked Sockeye salmon, more commonly known as
Kokanee, as a good candidate to restore Pyramid Lake in September of 1949. In 1950 the
Fisheries Division made an experimental plant of 20,000 Kokanee salmon in the lake; the
following year they planted another 401,700.28 In 1952 and 1953 they released over
500,000 more into the lake.29 Pyramid Lake was one of many waters stocked with
Kokanee salmon. And while the Kokanee plants were successful in some lakes such as
Lake Tahoe, they failed to thrive in Pyramid Lake.30 By 1956, the Commission was
unsatisfied when small returns of Kokanee salmon caught in the lake measured a
disappointing six to twelve inches, much smaller than they expected.31 In its report for
1956 the Commission wrote:
The Kokanee salmon appears to have disappeared from the scene. Gill-net
sets have failed to capture any specimens and observations have failed to
reveal any spawning activities of this species. The only known spawning
run from Pyramid Lake of this species occurred during the fall of 1955
and only two instances are known of its capture from the lake on hook and
line.32
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Although the Commission did find Kokanee fingerlings at the base of Derby Dam the
following year, providing evidence of some limited spawning, Kokanee failed to show
the results the Commission needed to continue stocking them.33
In the early 1950s rainbows continued to dominate the Commission’s fish plants
in Nevada, much as they had thirty years earlier. In 1951, approximately fifty-seven
percent of the fish (422,475 of 747,021) the Commission reared and planted in the state
were rainbows, the rest divided among cutthroats, brooks, and browns. While the
Commission received cutthroat and rainbow fingerlings from Hagerman that year, the
416,336 Hagerman rainbow fingerlings still outnumbered the 274,678 cutthroats.34 From
1951to 1953 the total number of rainbows the Commission planted outnumbered the next
variety in line by over a million.35At Pyramid Lake, Kokanee salmon plants
overshadowed rainbows until the 1953 discovery of some large rainbows in the lake led
the Commission to switch their restoration efforts to that species. The encouraging find
indicated that trout could survive in the lake despite the saline water.36 Although the
Commission named the Lahontan cutthroat the “state fish” of Nevada, it was the
discovery of the large rainbows that led the Commission to proclaim that “Nevada’s once
‘forgotten’ lake can produce trout.”37
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Over the next few years, Commission workers introduced hundreds of thousands
of rainbow trout to the lake.38 They attempted to track the progress of these introduced
fish through creel surveys and tagging. The Commission set up stations around the lake
where their agents could ask fishermen how long they fished, how many they caught, and
whether any of the fish were marked with tags. They were hopeful they would receive
positive returns and anglers’ success rates would increase.
Virgil Kay Johnson, the fisheries agent in charge of the Pyramid Lake project,
reflected the Commission’s optimism that Pyramid Lake could construct a fishery to meet
the demand of recreational fishermen when he wrote: “The people of western Nevada are
only now beginning to awaken to the economic potential of this area and it is rapidly
becoming one of the major attractions for fishermen, boaters swimmers, picnickers, and
those seeking the innumerable aesthetic values to be found.”39 Despite his positive
attitude, the data Johnson and his fellow agents gathered from fishermen showed how
difficult it was to catch trout, and that a reconstruction (let alone a restoration in the true
sense of the word) of the fishery was failing.
In his 1958 report, Johnson wrote that, with few exceptions, the returns on tagged
trout and salmon were poor. Planted fish fared poorly due to rough handling and the
inadequacy of the aquatic environment in the release location. Early on, the Commission
planted fish near the Sutcliffe boat landing on the west side of the lake where the fry
made an easy target for hungry gulls; another time, fish stockers planted rainbow trout
during a windstorm in January. In addition, the fish often arrived from the hatcheries in
38
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poor condition. Most of the rainbow trout the Commission planted came all the way from
a federal hatchery in Hagerman, Idaho; a long drive for trout to survive in cramped
tanks.40
At the same time Johnson and his crews were stocking salmon and trout, they
were also introducing different non-Pyramid Lake cutthroat varieties into the lake and in
1956 and 1957, aided by winter flood waters, some of those fish successfully navigated
the lower Truckee River as far as Derby Dam.41 However, according to Johnson, the
Commission needed to “expand and improve rearing facilities for the native strains of
cutthroat trout so that the supply of these fish [could] approach meeting the demand.”42
Cutthroat had not enjoyed the distribution advantages of rainbows that the Commission
could more easily acquire from federal hatcheries like the one in Hagerman, Idaho.
Unfortunately, the absence of large rainbow trout in fishermen’s catches
ultimately raised questions about that fortuitous 1953 discovery of wild rainbow trout in
the lake. Looking more closely, their markings bore resemblance to rainbow trout from
the Truckee River. The Commission ultimately determined that river flood waters likely
washed them into the lake.43 This bad news was a sign of things to come as the nonnative plants failed to become self-sustaining in Pyramid Lake. The positive consequence
was that this convinced the Commission that cutthroat trout were the only trout species
able to thrive in the lake. By 1958, the Commission had placed more focus on stocking
the lake with non-Pyramid Lake (biologists believed the strain of cutthroat native to
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Pyramid Lake was extinct) native cutthroats. These fish were much more successful than
their non-native counter parts, showing better growth rates and fishing returns. By the
mid to late 1960s they “contribute[d] the bulk of fish to anglers.”44

The Cui-ui Sucker: Trash Fish or Game Fish?

At Pyramid Lake, Commission agents sought to restore the fishery through
experimenting with planted species they thought would both be popular and survive.
Salmon and trout topped the interests of recreational fishers. The Commission’s focus on
the introduction of non-native trout and salmon over the protection of other fish species
demonstrates their motivation to create a resource environment that served their interest
in making the lake profitable. Although they willingly conducted studies of other species
in the lake-- such as the non-native Sacramento perch and the native cui-sucker-- the
Commission still considered many species “trash fish,” particularly non-native carp and
indigenous suckers that were similar in appearance to Pyramid Lake’s cui-ui.
In the 1950s and 1960s, the Commission ran a program to remove these so-called
trash fish from some Nevada watersheds. At Likes Lake near Fallon, Nevada, the
Commission used fish toxicant to “eradicate” trash fish and replace them with “desirable
game fish species.”45 In its 1968 report the Commission reported: “In Elko County, a fish
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eradication project was conducted on Bull Run and Wilson Sink Reservoirs as well as
their tributaries. This was done to eliminate the suckers and other rough fish which
abounded there and to eliminate, if possible, the tapeworms carried by these fish.”46
Although meant to target undesirable species, fish toxicants killed all exposed fish. After
a waiting period the Commission then replanted the dead waters with game fish, and
good fishing followed.47 Although native suckers had cohabited Nevada waters with
cutthroat trout for hundreds if not thousands of years, they were now in the way of nonnative game fish the Commission planted for sport.
However at Pyramid Lake, the cui-ui sucker avoided deliberate eradication
despite its dull coloring, sucker-like mouth and bony structure. It survived in an era when
many other native suckers faced poisoning because the Northern Paiute tribe moved to
protect it. In their agreement with the Commission, the Paiutes made sure the cui-ui
received the label of “game fish,” and that the Commission’s “plans for use [recognized]
the importance of this fish to the Indians as a source of food and income.”48 The
Commission also agreed to let sportsmen harvest the cui-ui only after the Paiutes had met
their needs.49 The Paiutes feared that the cui-ui would suffer the same fate as the Pyramid
Lake cutthroats; they did not want to lose another resource they had long enjoyed.
In many ways, the Commission attempted to follow the Paiutes’ wishes pertaining
to the cui-ui. Unlike other suckers across the state’s waters, the Commission agreed that
game fish that were not trout or salmon; such as bass crappie, pike, and catfish. See State of Nevada:
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the cui-ui was a useful food fish; it helped that some recreational fishermen identified
sporting value in hooking spawning cui-ui with gaffes as they ascended to the shallow
waters of the lake preparatory to spawning. In order to protect the cui-ui, the Commission
included them in the game fish limits; only allowing non-Indian fishermen to catch up to
five cui-ui a day, the same limit they placed on trout.50 The Commission also made an
effort to study the cui-ui’s life history and habits, in order to know if it was in danger of
decline. They determined that the cui-ui had a “somewhat precarious existence” because
it could no longer access a tributary on the lower Truckee River for spawning.51 Although
agents of the Commission knew this, they still thought there might be a possibility that
some cui-ui managed to spawn in the lake.
In June of 1955, Al Jonez, Senior Fish and Game Technician at Pyramid Lake
noted that cui-ui gathered near the Truckee inlet in large numbers. He noticed eggs along
the shoreline but could not confirm if spawning cui-ui had left them or if they were the
result of fishermen cleaning cui-ui they had caught.52 Sessions S. Wheeler, a former head
of the Commission, did not seem to believe that the cui-ui was in immediate danger of
becoming extinct when he acknowledged the sporting value they possessed as they
emerged from the depths of the lake during spawning season.53 However, a lack of
knowledge of the cui-ui’s life history led to the false speculation that they could survive
50
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without a spawning stream. Like the cutthroat they too desperately needed the Truckee’s
water for reproduction. Because their lifespan was so much longer than the trout’s (cui-ui
can live up to forty years) fisheries managers did not recognize their decline until much
later.
Failure to Restore Spawning in the Lower Truckee

The elephant in the room during the 1950s stocking project remained the lack of
water entering Pyramid Lake from the Truckee River (see Figure 6). It was still not
enough and reproduction continued to fail to occur naturally with the exception of a few
minor flood years. Despite all of their efforts to stock the lake to meet the immediate
demands of recreational fishermen, ultimately the Commission came to realize that the
long-term future of Pyramid Lake depended on creating a way for fish to reproduce
naturally. In 1952 Tom Trelease said that “[u]ntil the cooperation of the Truckee River
water users and the dam builders become a fact, the fate of Pyramid Lake hangs in the
balance.”54 Still, the Commission’s agents were hopeful that they could find a solution
allowing for fish to leave Pyramid Lake to spawn despite severely low water levels at the
Truckee inlet. So even as they were actively planting trout, they were also studying the
lack of Truckee water reaching the lake, and how to overcome the “shifting sands” of the
inlet’s silt barrier, an obstacle that seemed insurmountable.55
Not willing to give up on the potential of recreating consistent spawning runs, the
Commission proposed a new study aimed at restoring natural propagation. They wrote:
“[n]ow, a method has been suggested that appears highly feasible. A canal route has been
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surveyed from a point about 3 miles upstream from the problem area which will bypass
the delta and enter the lake via a rocky area in the southwest portion of the lake.”56 Even
though the plan to create a spawning channel itself failed, there would have remained
serious obstacles for the natural propagation of the lake’s fishes in the lower Truckee
River. No scheme could mitigate the diversion of so much of the Truckee River’s flow,
particularly in the warmer summer months. For example, in June 1995, Commission
agents measured the temperature of the Truckee River channel at 87 Fahrenheit, much
too warm for trout that need temperatures in the 50s to thrive.57 If trout were ever going
to make it to the lower Truckee to spawn, the solution would be more water in the river.

Figure 6. “Pyramid Lake Reservation, Truckee River as it enters Pyramid
Lake, 1967.” In Wayne D. Criddle Photograph Collection, P0353, Box 1,
Folder 9, Number 29. Courtesy of Merrill-Cazier Library Special Collections
and Archives, Utah State University, Logan.
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Silver Linings

By the 1960s, the Commission had abandoned projects designed to create selfsustaining spawning runs, but they had found some success in their fish introductions,
particularly as they shifted from planting non-native game fish to native cutthroat trout
from other waters in the state. They still planted some non-native game fish, but
cutthroats became a much higher priority.58 Even though the 1950s and 1960s stocking
efforts had brought anglers back to the lake in large numbers, the Commission proved to
be much better at advertising than introducing fish. The rainbow trout’s and Kokanee
salmon’s stay in Pyramid Lake was short-lived, although the cut-bow hybrid remained.59
Native cutthroats had won out over non-native trout and salmon, and yet without a
riverine spawning habitat their population was only sustainable through restocking.
Because the Commission did not lead the legal and political process necessary to secure
more water for the lake, restoration was a failure; the new fishery did not resemble the
fishery that existed upon Frémont’s arrival, the one during the height of the commercial
fishery, or the one that the Pyramid Lake Club’s famous sports fishermen visited. The
transplanted cutthroats of the reconstructed fishery were smaller than the giants of the
past, and the cui-ui suckers were dwindling in numbers.
The Commission’s project to recreate a fishery with recreational if not
commercial viability was a quick fix, not a solution, to a long term environmental
58
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problem. If there is a silver lining in the failure of the planted Kokanees and rainbows, it
is that their lack of success helped reestablish native cutthroats in Pyramid Lake. In
addition, the Commission did manage to bring more attention and sportsmen to Pyramid
Lake through its efforts to restore its fishery.60 Once again Pyramid Lake captured
national interest; this time not for its monster trout, but for its unstable future due to
declining surface levels
Indeed, sympathy for the Pyramid Lake Paiutes and their lost water was finally
gaining some traction. The Commission noted that “fish often are given a very low
priority use when competing uses such as municipal, domestic, industrial, or agricultural
uses are involved.”61 But if trout could find themselves on the winning side of water
debates, then their chance of persisting in the lake would greatly increase. Although the
Nevada Fish and Game Commission could not return Pyramid Lake the water it lost
when the Bureau of Reclamation built Derby Dam, perhaps groups willing to join with
the Paiutes in the fight to save Pyramid Lake could. The Commission wrote: “The cause
to obtain adequate supplies of water in order to maintain the lake level and river above
has become a noble one and there are many at the national level who have joined in the
fray.”62 In the decades to come, the battle for Pyramid Lake’s water rose to regional and
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even national prominence. And native cutthroat trout continued to play an important role
in the movement to protect Pyramid Lake and its resources.
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CHAPTER 4
WATER FOR TROUT: NATIVE CUTTHROAT AND THE PYRAMID LAKE
WATER CONTROVERSY

In November of 1963, as the Nevada Fish and Game continued their effort to
stock Pyramid Lake with trout, the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribal Council passed a
resolution. Frustrated with the results of the 1950s fish stocking project, they determined:
“artificial fish planting undertaken in recent years by government agencies has failed and
will continue to fail to restore the great fishery at Pyramid Lake and as a result, the
recreational value of the value of the restoration will be further destroyed unless
immediate action is taken[.]”1The Paiutes were also wary of the danger of water policies.
Initiated in 1954 (and approved by Congress in 1956), the US Bureau of Reclamation’s
Washoe Project was meant to construct upstream water storage on the Truckee and
Carson Rivers.2 However, the council feared that the Washoe Project would not provide
the surplus water they needed to preserve Pyramid Lake and its fishery. The council
believed that allocating more water to the lake could make both restoration and recreation
possible. They wrote:
[T]he use of such waters [made available by the Washoe Project compact]
for recreation, including the restoration of the Pyramid Lake fishery,
would substantially increase the income of the State of Nevada
particularly businesses in the northern portion thereof, and would
stimulate the major industry of the area – recreation – and would produce
1

“Resolution of the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe of the Pyramid Lake Reservation, Nevada,”, 1 November
1963, 1, in Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe of the Pyramid Lake Reservation Records, Nevada Records, 19301979, Series 10 Box 7 Folder 3, Special Collections, University of Nevada, Reno Libraries.
2
Truckee River Chronology, State of Nevada Division of Water Resources, Part III, Twentieth Century,
1954, 1956, http://water.nv.gov/mapping/chronologies/truckee/part3.cfm, last updated: 03/21/2013
04:51:53 PM.

59
economic advantages far out weighing those from the use of such waters
for ranching, particularly in marginal farming areas in other watersheds.3
This was a direct shot at the agricultural areas of Fallon and Fernley that had
benefited from the Newlands Reclamation Project and the Derby Dam constructed
almost sixty years earlier. Agriculture did not become Nevada’s primary
economic strength as Newland’s vision had foretold.4 Instead, the state had turned
to gaming and tourism, industries that relied on recreation dollars. Earlier in the
year, an economics report commissioned by the Bureau of Indian Affairs claimed
that “[t]ourism is Nevada’s most important industry and is likely to remain so
through the foreseeable future. Improved tourist attractions including fishing will
contribute substantially to the economic well-being of all the people of Nevada.”5
Despite this, the state’s water policies still diverted Truckee River water to
agriculture at the expense of tourism and recreation at Pyramid Lake. The Paiute
tribal council argued that more water for Pyramid Lake was a win for both the
state and the tribe. Saving the lake would enable a restoration of the cutthroat
fishery, which would lead to tourism and revenue for both the state and the tribe.
However, to acquire more water for the lake, the tribal council had to
convince the federal government (long a proponent of dams and agriculture under
the Bureau of Reclamation) that allocating additional water for Pyramid Lake
3
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would provide economic benefits to both the state and the federal government.
Also standing in their way was the Truckee Carson Irrigation District (TCID)
which had been managing the Newlands Project for the water users in Fernley and
Fallon under contract with the Bureau of Reclamation in 1926. The water users
controlled the TCID; therefore the TCID was unwilling to change their policy in
order to stabilize Pyramid Lake.6
Fortunately for them, the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribal Council found allies
in other government agencies and environmentalist groups like the Sierra Club
who would help them carry their battle for the Truckee’s water. Government
agencies such as the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation sought to profit from the
lake’s tourism potential, while environmentalists wanted to preserve native
species. Whatever their motivations, throughout the debate those in favor of
acquiring more water for the lake continued to use the cutthroat trout’s restoration
and its value to both the Paiutes and recreational fishermen as a key reason.
Throughout the debate, the Paiutes placed such high value on their native
cutthroat and cui-ui that eventually they secured enough funding and water to
open and operate hatcheries at the lake. These hatcheries reflected the Paiute’s
desire to restore the lake with native fish, both for the right to fish them for
subsistence, and in the cutthroat’s case, attract recreational sportsmen willing to
pay fishing permits. However, while the popularity of sport fishing at the lake
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increased, water and money still could not restore natural spawning in the lower
Truckee River.

Water Rights and the Newlands Project

Water politics and policies carried major ramifications for resource users
in northern Nevada. Like the rest of the American West, Nevada’s arid
environment made water resources vital to agricultural and industrial
development. Water management in the arid West has long been a major theme of
western environmental history. Historians have focused on how water has been
used to develop and urbanize the West, but they also question the sustainability of
the West’s future as rainfall continues to decline and water storages shrink as a
result of increasing draught.7
In northern Nevada, one of the more arid regions in the West, the manner
in which the state managed and distributed water greatly affected the users. Thus,
when it came to deciding how water would be distributed, there were several
interested parties. The Pyramid Lake controversy over water rights provides a
compelling example of how complicated water politics in the West can be.
Whether for a Nevada Indian at Pyramid Lake, for an alfalfa farmer in Fallon, or
for an agent of the Nevada Fish and Game Commission, livelihood is dependent
upon access to water. And if the Pyramid Lake Paiutes were going to regain the
7
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water that the Newlands project took from them, many of the privileged project
users worried it would happen at their expense. Therefore, any change to the
established pattern of water use would create opposition. Such was the case with
the Truckee’s water.
In the Truckee Basin, most of the water supply came from the Truckee River and
its flows augmented by melted Sierra snowpack. By the 1960s, the Derby Dam still
diverted the Truckee River through a canal that carried much of the river’s water to the
agricultural communities of Fernley and Fallon, (see Figure 7) which used the irrigation
water to grow hay and alfalfa crops. In the 1944 Orr Ditch case, the U.S. District Court
decreed an average of four acre feet of the Truckee River’s or Carson River’s water to
users, made available from the Newlands Project of 1905 (see Figure 8 for a map of the
Newlands Project).8 While the original federal water rights did decree 30,000 acres of
water for the Paiute Indian reservation (in comparison with over 400,000 acres the
Newlands Project gave non-Indian agricultural communities), this water was meant for
Indian agriculture, and it was not enough to ensure Pyramid Lake’s future existence or
solve the more immediate concern over the fishery’s natural propagation. Because half of
the Truckee River’s water was diverted at Derby Dam, Pyramid Lake was taking in much
less water than it was losing to evaporation. An estimated 293,000 acre-feet of water fed
the lake annually, while approximately 430,000 acre-feet evaporated.9
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Figure 7. “Derby Dam on the Truckee River, 1967.” Wayne D.
Criddle Photograph Collection, P0353, Box 1, Folder 9, Number 24.
Courtesy of Merrill-Cazier Library Special Collections and Archives,
Utah State University, Logan.
As it stood, by 1964 Pyramid Lake’s surface level was almost one hundred
feet lower than government surveyors had estimated in 1871.10 If it continued to
decline, its salinity would increase and eventually, even if the lake still existed, its
water would no longer support the fishery that Paiutes depended on. Faced with
the loss of their resources, the Pyramid Lake Paiutes became determined to battle
for the water rights the government had long denied them under the Newlands
Project.
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Figure 8. Map of the Newlands Project, not to scale. In Dinn Cosart
and Allen R. Wilcox, “Water and Pyramid Lake: The Problem and a
Solution,” Governmental Research Newsletter 11, no. 7 (April-May
1973), in Sierra Club Records, Box 43, UNR. Courtesy of Special
Collections, University of Nevada, Reno Libraries.
Robert Leland, lawyer for the Pyramid Lake Tribe, believed that “a proper
investigation of the economic facts would prove that restoration of fishing at
Pyramid Lake would benefit everyone in the State[,]” and that if the tribe could
continue to promote public awareness of the harm the Washoe Project could cause
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the fishery, they would find they had many allies.11 Shortly after the 1963
resolution, Leland wrote Nevada Governor Grant Sawyer and reminded him that
some of the project’s water should be “made available for recreation and for
restoration of the trout fishery,” and that he was awaiting a response from the
governor on the matter. He also asked Sawyer to request that United States
Secretary of the Interior Stuart Udall appoint a coordinator to direct restoration
efforts. Leland told the governor that it was “vital that Nevada Members of the
[California- Nevada Interstate] Compact Commission insist” that water should be
set aside for recreation and the restoration of the Pyramid Lake fishery. Leland
also pointed out that many groups—one being the Sierra Pacific Power Company- supported the use of Washoe Project water in this manner. If the Compact
Commission failed to recognize their interests, it could severely damage the
Washoe Project.12 With proponents of recreation on their side, the Pyramid Lake
Tribe now had some leverage to use against the Bureau of Reclamation and the
TCID.
Still, it would take the Pyramid Lake Paiutes a lengthy struggle to acquire
the water rights that the federal government should have assured them in the
beginning. The Paiutes and their allies needed to prove the lake and the fishery’s
value to both the state and the Pyramid Lake Indian community. They did this
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through arguments centered on the positive recreational impacts a restoration of
Pyramid Lake’s water and fishery would allow.
While unable or unwilling to help the Paiutes acquire Newlands Project
water in the past, the Bureau of Indian Affairs did support the Paiutes desire to
take advantage of their recreational resources. And according to tribal council
member Avery Winnemucca, the BIA could provide valuable assistance even if
they only helped when things were done their way.13 Over the years the BIA had
contracted out studies to examine the economic potential for the Pyramid Lake
Reservation.14 In addition, the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation and the Bureau of
Sports Fisheries and Wildlife also envisioned a future of profitable tourism
centered on the lake’s recreation potential. But without water or fish this vision
would never materialize. As Pyramid Lake’s shores steadily receded, so did its
potential for becoming a robust recreational tourist attraction.

Task Forces
In 1967, finally showing concern for Pyramid Lake’s precarious future,
the federal government formed the Pyramid Lake Task Force (PLTF), with the
goal of finding a solution to the lake’s decline without upsetting the system in
place for current water users under the Newlands Project and the TCID. The
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PLTF combined several government agencies (many with different motives) and
asked them to work together in studying the lake, its resources, and its water.
The year after the task force’s creation, one of these agencies, the Bureau
of Outdoor Recreation, bolstered the arguments of proponents of preserving
Pyramid Lake when it finished a study on the lake’s recreational potential. The
Bureau of Outdoor Recreation concluded that “[r]ecreation which could provide
ample justification for more water, is not yet recognized as a valid basis for
adjudicating water rights.” Despite this set back, the study argued that if
developed, Pyramid Lake could draw in many more recreational tourists than it
currently did. The report noted that the lake had “outstanding sport fishery
potential….” However, the success of the fishery depended on maintaining large
populations of trout in the lake’s receding waters.15
The BOR study found that there were two alternatives that fisheries
managers could employ in order to keep numbers of trout high. They could either
rely on stocking the lake with hatchery trout, or they could construct a fishway
that would transport spawning trout from the lake to their gravel spawning beds
on the Truckee River, avoiding the barrier caused by lack of flows at the Truckee
River’s mouth. Like the Nevada Fish and Game Commission’s effort to restore
the fishery, the BOR’s plan depended on managers’ abilities to create an artificial
fishery, or enable spawning runs through the use of technology. The study
estimated that no matter which alternative managers decided to use, the number of
fishermen could increase by four to six times. Even if the lake eventually became
15
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too salty for trout, perhaps salt-water species such as the striped bass could
provide sport to anglers. 16 Predictably the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation reported
if properly managed, Pyramid Lake could have a profitable recreational future.
One of the most important studies the PLTF commissioned was an
examination of the Newlands Project, meant to determine how much water was
being wasted and how to make the irrigation system more efficient. To complete
this study, the government contracted water engineer Wayne D. Criddle of the
Utah based engineering company Clyde-Criddle-Woodward Inc. The purpose of
Criddle’s study was to examine the TCID’s management of the Newlands Project
“(1) to determine what improved water management and what system
improvements could be made that would salvage significant quantities of water
for other uses, and (2) what the costs of such improvements would be.” The
restoration of the Pyramid Lake fishery was one of the “other uses” the study
referenced; making it clear the influence of recreational interests was the main
reason for the study’s commission. However, in their final report, Clyde-CriddleWoodward Inc. was slow to criticize the history of the Newlands Project since it
met the needs of the users that the Bureau of Reclamation had constructed it for.
Only recently had attention been “given to multi-purpose uses such as fish and
wildlife propagation, water oriented sports, [and] pollution control….” The report
could have added Indian water rights, for the state had not recognized them when
it came to the fishery. Despite its unwillingness to condemn the history behind the
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Newlands Project, the Clyde-Criddle-Woodward Inc. report did propose ways to
free some irrigation water for additional purposes.17
After completing his research, Criddle released his findings to E.H. Price
of the PLTF, along with his recommendations. In a letter attached to the report,
Criddle told Price that his company “believe[d] it quite practical to save about
100,000 acre feet per year.” And that “these quantities could be salvaged without
requiring any radical changes in the irrigation practices on the farms of the Carson
Division of the Newlands Project.”18 The company’s report did acknowledge that
there was inefficiency in the Newlands Project, and while it proposed corrections
to address the issue, it also acknowledged that the effort required might not be
worth the cost and the difficulties that would arise from changing an established
irrigation system.19 Those who would benefit from changes to the TCID— such
as the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe, environmentalist groups, Bureau of Indian
Affairs, and Bureau of Outdoor Recreation— believed that Criddle’s proposed
improvements were well worth the effort and money it would take to implement
them. Thus, Criddle’s report became important evidence that the government
could alter the Newlands Project to support recreation and restoration at Pyramid
Lake.
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Meanwhile, rather than simply hope that the federal government would
look after their interests through the PLTF, the Pyramid Lake Tribe called upon
the help of environmental groups who wanted to preserve Pyramid Lake’s natural
resources for future generations. Back in May of 1964 Robert Leland, attorney for
the Tribe, had written a letter to Walnut Creek, California resident Morgan W.
Jellett. In it, he criticized “[a] short-sighted government” that “refuse[d] to protect
the rights of the Pyramid Lake Tribe…,” despite the “priceless asset to the nation
and the people of Nevada as well as to its Indian owners” the lake had become in
an era when recreation was so profitable. In the letter, Leland concluded that due
to its poverty and the difficulty of the task at hand, “[t]he Tribe must have
financial help if it is to succeed in preventing the continuing theft of its one great
asset – water.” Leland asked Jellett to call on others to see if they would be
willing to help “secure financial support” to aid the Paiutes in their cause.20
In 1968 the tribal council passed another resolution in which they
expressed disappointment with the Bureau of Reclamation, the Fish and Wildlife
Service and the California-Nevada Interstate Compact Commission because the
Newlands Project continued its waste of water, and because the Fish and Wildlife
Service and the Nevada Fish and Game Department wanted to acquire more water
for wildlife areas like the Stillwater wetlands near Fallon. A natural marsh area,
Stillwater had benefited from leftover Newlands water for years. Because it
supported large populations of waterfowl, it was a popular location for hunting.
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The tribal council felt that the Compact Commission was ignoring the regulations
Interior Secretary Stuart Udall had put in the Washoe Project to preserve the
fishery. They believed the “Compact Commission [was] dominated by irrigation
interests….” The council knew they needed the help of “conservation and
recreation-minded organizations” in their efforts to bring water back to Pyramid
Lake and its fishery.21 In April of 1970, the tribe’s frustration with the PLTF led
them to withdraw their participation.22 They recognized that their goals for the
lake fit in better with conservation groups that were more interested in protecting
fish than growing crops.
One of the most prominent groups to come to the Paiutes’ aid was the
Sierra Club. They formed the Sierra Club Pyramid Lake Task Force (SCTF) to
conduct studies in line with their goal of preserving Pyramid Lake. Unlike
government agencies, which were mostly concerned with Pyramid Lake’s decline
because of its recreational potential, the Sierra Club joined the Pyramid Lake
Paiute Tribe in their pursuit of the Truckee’s water because they wanted to ensure
the protection and restoration of Pyramid Lake’s native environment.
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Like the tribe, the Sierra Club argued that Pyramid Lake merited
preservation because of its recreational qualities. Early in 1970, the Toiyabe
Chapter of the Sierra Club declared: “We believe that it is imperative to preserve
Pyramid Lake for all to enjoy. The lake has tremendous potential value, both
economic and recreational, to the State of Nevada, Reno-Sparks areas in
particular, and the nation as a whole.” The Sierra Club presented several ways for
the lake to receive more water, including purchasing water rights from Newlands
Project ranchers for the lake, revising the Orr Ditch Decree to grant Indian water
rights to the fishery, and fixing the Newlands Project to eliminate waste.23
Richard Sill, Chairman of the SCTF articulated the Sierra Club’s position
on Pyramid Lake when he wrote that the Club was not “in the ethnic battle per
se[,]” but that on the issue of Pyramid Lake, they found that they held the same
interests as the Pyramid Lake Paiutes. The SCTF determined that even more
water than the PLTF suggested should be made available to the lake, and like the
Pyramid Lake Tribe, they believed that the government was unwilling to take the
action necessary to save Pyramid Lake for future generations. Despite Sill calling
alfalfa a “water-wasteful crop[,]” he believed that a solution could be found to
ensure that the Newlands agricultural areas, Stillwater, and Pyramid Lake all
received enough water.24 Sill’s statement was directed toward and came on the
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day of an important government hearing in which parties involved in the debate
over the Truckee’s water provided testimony before two United States senators.

Public Hearing
The Paiute’s petitions for water, and the task force’s research— prominent
among it Criddle’s study of the Truckee Carson Irrigation District’s efficiency—
culminated with a public hearing held at Pyramid Lake on 5 January 1972 to
discuss the issue and hopefully reach an agreement. Two Democratic U.S.
Senators, Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts, and John Tunney of California, led
the hearing in which most of the important parties involved in the Pyramid Lake
water debate were present, including representatives from the Pyramid Lake
Paiute Tribe, Bureau of Reclamation, Bureau of Outdoor Recreation, Bureau of
Indian Affairs, and Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife. Wayne D. Criddle was
also present. During the hearing, Senator Kennedy ensured that members of the
tribe present provided testimony explaining why they needed more water at the
lake.
When Kennedy asked tribal elder Avery Winnemucca why water was so
important to the “well-being of the tribe,” Winnemucca, accustomed to western
living, replied: “Well, the water is just like any other place. The water is
important.” After Senator Kennedy clarified his question by asking why the
“continual reduction” of the lake’s level mattered, Winnemucca went on to speak
of how the lack of water depleted the fishery, and now his people which once
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harvested trout for food in abundant numbers, both in the river and the lake, had
to seek out fish after the Nevada Fish and Game Commission planted them.
Warren Toby, a member of the tribal council also spoke of the importance
of fishing, but reflecting the resolution of the council he focused on recreation and
tourism; he was adamant in his declaration that the Paiutes shared the lake and its
recreational resources, especially the fishery, with the surrounding public. He said
that his people did not want Pyramid Lake to suffer the fate of nearby dry
Winnemucca Lake. “For the simple reason that we are not greedy. We invite our
people here regardless of nationality. They come here and fish and have a good
time….”25 Tobey wanted to make sure that the public knew that protecting
Pyramid Lake would not only benefit the tribe, but anyone who wanted to enjoy
its recreational fishing and boating.
As the hearing continued, speakers addressed the debate over water rights
and the efficiency of the TCID, as well as the recreational potential Pyramid Lake
projected through protection and further development. When Federal Watermaster
Claude Dukes was asked why he had not given in to the Paiute’s request’s for
water, he defended his inaction by saying that his job was to make sure that water
users whose rights were written into the law were given water. Since the Indians
were not decreed any water for the fishery, he could not give it to them legally.
Kennedy thought that because of the ambiguity in the law, the Bureau of
Reclamation should have found surplus water to support Pyramid Lake.
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Both Senators Kennedy and Tunney agreed that the tribe deserved more
water and admonished against management practices that failed to produce
additional water for the lake. They encouraged the Bureau of Reclamation to
adopt the recommendations Criddle made in his report, and reminded all parties
of their responsibility to the lake and the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe. The hearing
and Senator Kennedy’s public support demonstrated the rising political interest in
Pyramid Lake, but management changes to the Truckee’s water would not come
easily.26
The hearing did not settle disputes over Truckee River water rights; the
controversy would continue for many years afterward, with the battle for water
taken to the courts. The 1970s and 1980s saw the Pyramid Lake Paiutes place the
fate of their lake and its fishery in the hands of judges, hopeful that they would
rule in their favor. In addition to the legal battles, the 1970s saw the construction
of the first hatcheries at Pyramid Lake meant to rear and stock native cutthroat
and cui-ui.

Litigation, Hatcheries, and Legislation

Discouraged with the PLTF and the California-Nevada Interstate Compact
Commission, the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe turned to litigation in an attempt to
acquire water for their fishery. In 1972, they won an important case against the
Secretary of the Interior pertaining to how much water the TCID should receive
from the Truckee River under the Newlands Project.
26
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Despite the public hearing at Pyramid Lake, then-Interior Secretary
Rogers C. B. Morton was still not ready to make any major changes to the
Newlands Project. When it came to deciding regulations for water diversions, he
relied on numerous studies from several agencies. Each debated how much water
should be diverted for the Newlands Project and suggested different amounts.
Morton decided to make a “judgment call” in which he failed to allot much
additional water for Pyramid Lake. Frustrated with his actions, the Pyramid Lake
Paiutes challenged him in the courts, arguing that his decision violated his own
regulations as well as the tribe’s inherent water rights. The case made it to the
U.S. District Court where Judge Gerhard A. Gesell ruled in favor of the tribe.27
Judge Gesell determined that “[t]he Secretary was obliged to formulate a
closely developed regulation that would preserve water for the Tribe.” In making
the water regulations, he had “disregarded interrelated court decrees” and “failed
to…prevent unnecessary waste with the District.” In addition, Gesell found that
Morton had only focused on the Orr Ditch Decree of 1944 and had ignored the
Alpine Decree.28 The court gave the Secretary until 1 January 1973, just under
two months, to come up with regulations that would successfully honor his duty
to the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe.29
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The court’s ruling frustrated the water users of the TCID who did not want
to comply with the regulations that the U.S. Interior Department required in order
to allow more water to reach Pyramid Lake.30 They responded by filing a suit of
their own. They argued that lowering the amount of water the TCID received
through the Newlands Project was a violation of their water rights. They felt that
they had held priority water rights under the Reclamation Act of 1902. They
argued that the district court made the recent ruling in favor of the Pyramid Lake
Paiutes even though they did not hold any established right to the Truckee’s water
beyond the 30,000 acre feet they received for agriculture. The TCID was also
fearful of recent litigation the United States had filed in an attempt to secure water
from the TCID for the tribe’s fishery. They believed that if this case went against
them, they would lose some of their water rights to Pyramid Lake. However, they
were adamant that the court had not made such a ruling yet, but still the U.S.
Interior Department was enforcing regulations that supported the tribe’s claim to
water rights.31
Cases like these meant to decide the use of the Newlands Project’s water
would continue to drag on for years without a definite resolution. During that time
both the lower Truckee and Pyramid Lake faced uncertain water flows. While the
tribe hoped that they would eventually succeed in acquiring water rights from the
Newlands Project, they continued to rely on hatchery stocked cutthroat trout to
30
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support their recreational fishing industry. However, in 1976, they did not renew
their fifteen year contract with the Nevada Fish and Game Department to stock
the lake. And although the tribe had been receiving cutthroat stock from the Fish
and Wildlife Service’s Lahontan National Fish Hatchery near Carson City, they
turned to the construction of hatcheries on the reservation.32 This gave the tribe
more control over the stocking process.
It also helped that the government listed the Lahontan cutthroat trout and
cui-ui sucker as endangered species, meriting funding in order to protect them
from further decline. The cui-ui was first declared endangered in 1967, followed
by the Lahontan cutthroat in 1970. When the Endangered Species Act passed in
1975, the cui-ui remained on the list as endangered, while the cutthroat shifted to
threatened status.33 The tribe constructed hatcheries for each species in 1974: the
Dunn Hatchery for Lahontan cutthroat, and the Koch Hatchery for cui-ui. In 1982,
the Numana Hatchery became the largest hatchery built yet, with a fish carrying
capacity of 20,000 pounds. The Tribe was no longer dependent on fish brought
from other locations; they collected spawn from cutthroat and cui-ui in the lake
and then had them reared at nearby hatcheries.34
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All the while, a restoration of natural spawning runs in the Truckee River
remained an elusive goal. The hatcheries could keep the lake filled with fish to
serve the needs of recreation, but this was time intensive and yielded short term
results, having to be repeated over and over again. If cutthroat restoration ever
were to succeed, then conservationists would have to take care of the problems
that had persisted in the lower Truckee.
The lower Truckee below Derby Dam had suffered from low water levels
caused by the Newlands Project diversions. In addition to that, river
channelization and flood control projects, some of which the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers undertook in the 1960s, had contributed to leaving the river without the
vegetation and the gravel spawning beds trout rely upon.35 In an attempt to solve
the problem of natural propagation through technology, the Bureau of
Reclamation completed the Marble Bluff Dam and Pyramid Lake Fishway in
1975, designed to allow upstream passage of spawning trout and cui-ui. Included
were five fish ladders and a fish trap meant to pass trout and cui-ui up and over
the dam. In the years after its construction, the fishway did successfully transport
some cui-ui, but it was rarely used by spawning cutthroat, and when the cui-ui
tried to spawn in large numbers, the trap’s carrying capacity was not sufficient,
resulting in the deaths of many cui-ui.36
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In the 1980s, the hatcheries continued to maintain the lake’s recreational
fishing industry while the legal battles over water rights persisted in the courts.
Northern Nevada experienced years of floods, droughts, and unresolved water
disputes. In 1982 the Paiutes received a favorable court ruling that required
Stampede Reservoir’s waters to be used “solely for the benefit of the Pyramid
Lake fishery.”37 Finally, in 1987 Nevada Senator Harry Reid (D) sponsored a bill
that built steam behind a compromise between the Pyramid Lake Tribe and the
Sierra Pacific Power Company that ensured that water storage be used for the
preservation of Pyramid Lake’s fishery.38 After three years of negotiations and
preparation, Senator Reid brought the Truckee-Carson-Pyramid Lake Water
Rights Settlement Act before Congress in February of 1990. The act meant to
resolve water disputes among the various interested parties, as well as “to provide
for enhancement and protection of endangered and threatened species….”39 In his
testimony before Congress, Pyramid Lake Tribal Chairman Joe Ely told the
history of his people’s struggle as the Truckee’s water diversions destroyed their
water and fishery, resources they depended on for livelihood. Ely outlined how
the bill would benefit the tribe by protecting Pyramid Lake and its endangered
and threatened species, chief among them the Lahontan cutthroat and cui-ui
sucker. The agreement between the tribe and the Sierra Pacific Power Company
37
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helped to ensure that the lower Truckee maintained its flow in hopes that
eventually natural spawning would occur.40
In November of 1990, Congress passed the act into law.41 The plan the
Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe had set in motion when they made their 1963
resolution bore fruit. Through the help of groups interested in recreation and
conservation, the tribe had gained water for their fishery and government funded
hatcheries to support them. Because of their importance to recreational fishing,
their status as a threatened species, and their importance to the Pyramid Lake
Tribe, the Lahontan cutthroat played a key role in bringing water back to the lake.
In his 2014 book At Pyramid Lake, historian Bernard Mergen writes that “since
the mid-1980s” Pyramid Lake has risen around thirty feet, or about an average of
a foot a year.42 At the beginning of the twenty-first century, cutthroat remained
the dominant species in the lake, in comparison with neighboring Lake Tahoe and
the upper Truckee River where they had largely disappeared. Despite this
triumph, the restoration of natural propagation continued to seem an impossible
goal. For over forty years, Pyramid Lake had been a stocked lake, and it did not
look like that would change in the near future.

40

Ibid., 253-283.
Truckee River Chronology, Part III, 1990 (November 16).
42
Bernard Mergen, At Pyramid Lake (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2014), 3.
41

82
CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION: A RAY OF HOPE AMIDST AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE

In the late 1970s while the debate over Pyramid Lake’s water raged on, deep in
the eastern Nevada desert near Wendover, fisheries biologists made an interesting
discovery in small stream near Pilot Peak. They found a cutthroat trout that should not
have been there. Its markings showed that it was not a Bonneville cutthroat trout, the only
cutthroat trout native to that region. Unsure of their name or origin, biologists placed
them in rearing ponds where freed from the confining small stream they started to grow
at an accelerated rate. At this juncture the beleaguered biologists called upon the help of
renowned fisheries biologist Dr. Robert Behnke of Colorado State University. Behnke
concluded that he believed the trout were Lahontan cutthroats of the extinct Pyramid
Lake strain.
Many years passed, but eventually after biologists conducted studies, one of
which tested the DNA of the Pilot Peak trout with the skin of a large mounted Pyramid
Lake cutthroat, a relic of a lost era, they concluded that it was a match, thus confirming a
miraculous discovery. The United States Fish and Wildlife service reared the trout at the
Lahontan National Fish Hatchery near Carson City before releasing them at Pyramid
Lake in 2005-2006. Seven years later, fishermen began to take notice of the new strain in
their catches. An estimated one-third of the way through their life cycle, the Pilot Peak
cutthroats had reached surprising sizes of twenty pounds or more. Recent restoration
efforts have focused on the Pilot Peak strain, with the goal of them becoming dominant in
the lake. In a fortunate stroke, early fish culture’s introduction of Pyramid Lake cutthroat
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to other regions finally gave back. Both fishermen and Paiutes are currently excited to see
if the trout will reach the fabled sizes of the past. But until very recently, it remained to
be seen if they ever returned to the Truckee River to spawn without dependence on the
Pyramid Lake Hatchery.1

Figure 9. “Fisheries biologist Corene Luton measures a Lahontan cutthroat
trout as it moves through the fish passage facility at Marble Bluff Dam,
Nevada.” Photo: USFWS /Flickr/https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by
/2.0/legalcode.
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In June of 2014, another positive sign manifested itself as biologists reported that
the new Pyramid Lake cutthroats had formed spawning reds in the lower Truckee just
upriver from the lake and below the reservation’s Numana Dam. Eighty-nine trout made
the run, leaving fisheries biologists and Paiutes optimistic for the trout’s future recovery
(see Figure 9). News articles have heralded the spawning run as the first made by the
once extinct trout since 1938. And even though the juvenile trout soon to hatch will
struggle to survive during the current drought year, biologists are confident that in a high
water year, a much larger spawn could occur. With the Pilot Peak strain in the lake, the
outlook seems bright, both for the Paiutes, recreational fishermen, and the Lahontan
cutthroat trout itself.2
Along with the return of water and the Pilot Peak strain of cutthroat trout to
Pyramid Lake, dreams of restoring the lower Truckee River above Derby Dam (see
Figure 10) where cutthroat once spawned have manifested themselves through the efforts
of conservationists. The Nature Conservancy recently completed a habitat restoration on
the lower Truckee ten miles east of Reno. Setting out with the goal to “re-create a
functioning ecosystem” the Nature Conservancy completed a project at McCarran Ranch.
At the site— once the property of the well-known McCarran family— the public can now
enjoy a nice stroll along the cottonwood groves growing in patches along the river’s
sides. The Conservancy constructed ponds in which waterfowl migrating along the
Pacific fly way can rest their wings, and native leopard frogs can find refuge.
Conservation workers altered the shape and flow of the river itself to allow it to meander
2
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its way through the desert, rather than flowing forward in a dredged channel. The Nature
Conservancy boldly declares that “McCarran Ranch is the Conservancy’s flagship
restoration site.” They laud the success of the project and list it as the model for how
future conservation efforts should restore the Truckee River; conservationists used the
same methods to restore four other sites on the lower Truckee after McCarran Ranch.
Having visited the McCarran Ranch Nature Preserve more than a few times myself, I
believe that it has improved the river habitat at the site; once barren and dull, it now
flourishes with flora and fauna.3
But, it is not a restoration in the true sense of the word. In the waters of the river,
non-native rainbow and brown trout thrive, accompanied by few if any native cutthroat.
Invasive weeds grow mixed in with the vegetation; the ponds and river are home to nonnative fish and massive invasive American bullfrogs. While the Nature Conservancy
improved the river significantly, restoration remains an unreachable goal. However,
history has taught us that groups define restoration in more ways than one and for
different reasons. Often to restore is to construct the natural world as one perceives it, or
at least wishes it to be. The Truckee River and Pyramid Lake’s environment has changed
as humanity used it in many ways, and it will continue to reinvent itself as time goes by.
What is so fascinating about the trout fisheries in northern Nevada and the West is that
their human influenced construction is so widespread and complete that people think of

3

“The Nature Conservancy, McCarran Ranch Preserve: A Healthy River for Wildlife and People,”
http://www.nature .org/ourinitiatives/regions/northamerica/unitedstates/nevada/placesweprotect/mccarranranch-preserve.xml; for a report on some of the other restoration sites on the lower river see Environmental
Assessment Lower Truckee River Restoration Projects at Lockwood, Mustang Ranch, and 102 Ranch,
(Carson City: U.S. Bureau of Land Management, April 2008), 1-116, http://www.usbr.gov/mp/nepa
/documentShow.cfm?Doc_ID=3485.
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them as “native” fish. Americans’ interventions accelerated the process of change in the
environment, both through their destruction of it, and their attempts to rebuild it into a
source of profit and recreation. Non-native fish have lived in the Truckee River for
approximately 140 years, replacing the cutthroats that had been there for thousands of
years.

Figure 10. Lower Truckee River between Derby Dam and the McCarran
Ranch Nature Preserve. Interstate 80 in the background, 2014. Photo taken
by the author.

Through non-native introductions and (in the case of Pyramid Lake) through
cutthroat trout recovery efforts, the Nevada Fish and Game Commission constructed the
fishery northern Nevadans know today, Non-native fish species continue to be introduced
into northern Nevada waters, and while recent restoration efforts have been promising,
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cutthroat trout remain largely absent from the Truckee River. Habitat restoration projects
like the one the Nature Conservancy directed on the Truckee River have resulted in
positive ecological gains, but the river’s trout population still consists of wild rainbows
and browns.4 If Pyramid Lake cutthroats are allowed to return to old spawning grounds
above Derby Dam they will encounter a new environment with introduced species long
since adapted to the dammed and diverted Truckee River.
For the cutthroat trout and their spawning runs to ever be fully restored to the
Truckee River, another ecological reconstruction will need to take place, and new victims
of that human-directed change will emerge. Joseph Taylor wrote that “[c]omplicated
stories may undermine scapegoating….”5 Hopefully this proves to be true as the Truckee
fishery’s complicated future unfolds. One wonders whether sports fishermen will cheer if
the day ever comes when the Truckee River is poisoned to make way for native cutthroat
trout. How important is it to reintroduce native species into an environment that
industrialization has so fully transformed? How long does it take for an introduced
species like rainbow and brown trout to adapt and mold to its new environment,
becoming in a sense as native as a reintroduced cutthroat? These are all questions that
need to be answered as environmentalists and biologists plan to manage the future
fishery. In addition, with the specter of climate change and the possibility that the West is

4

Ibid; for restoration efforts on the upper Truckee River see Annual Report: Upper Truckee River
Lahontan Cutthroat Trout Restoration Project (USDA Forest Service: Lake Tahoe Basin Management
Unit, 2012), 1-25, http://www .fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5408284.pdf. Fisheries
managers in northern Nevada have stocked Pilot Peak cutthroats in the Truckee River, see Dan Bacher,
“Browns, Rainbows Challenge Truckee River Anglers as Cutthroat Reintroduction Proceeds,” Fish Sniffer
Website (8 May 2008), http://www. fishsniffer.com/reports/details/browns-rainbows-challenge-truckeeriver-anglers-as-cutthroat-reintroduction/.
5
Joseph E. Taylor III, Making Salmon: An Environmental History of the Northwest Fisheries Crisis,
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999), 254.
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entering the “age of vulnerability” as Donald Worster recently suggested, what does this
mean for trout dependent on cold mountain runoff and clean water? With northern
Nevada currently suffering from drought, and the arid West predicted to get hotter and
drier, the recovery of the Pyramid Lake cutthroat faces large obstacles. 6 And even as the
Paiutes enjoy a resurgence of the giant cutthroats of the past, their future still remains
uncertain.
Restoration is a useful rhetorical device that can be used in the conservation and
reconstruction of industrialized environments, but true restoration is both impractical and
perhaps undesirable. In reality, the environment can never be restored to an original state;
it is constantly altered by the forces of nature and the actions of humans and animals
alike. Nevertheless, this does not mean that we should not seek to preserve the
environment’s vital natural resources. How we manage our resources in changing times
will determine the future success of communities in the West and the economies (from
mineral extraction to agriculture to recreational tourism) they depend on. Over time
Pyramid Lake’s Lahontan cutthroat trout have proved to be a critical resource for
Northern Paiutes, a source of recreation to fishermen, and a reminder that whether one is
a proponent of them or not, fish matter in northern Nevada’s environmental history.

6

Donald Worster, “The American West in the Age of Vulnerability,” Western Historical Quarterly 45, no.
1 (Spring 2014): 5-16; and Jeff DeLong, “Drought Tightens Grip on Nevadans’ Daily Lives,” Reno Gazette
Journal, 27 June 2014.
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